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Abstract 

The present paper explores disagreement and impoliteness in a WhatsApp interaction within a Spanish 
family that took place during the 2018 International Women’s Day. The conversation is linguistically 
examined using categories of disagreement strategies proposed by previous authors (Pomerantz 1984, 
Brown and Levinson 1987, Rees-Miller 2000, Locher 2004, Kreutel 2007, Malamed 2010, Shum and 
Lee 2013). Furthermore, multimodal analysis (Dresner and Herring 2010, 2013, Jewitt 2013, Bourlai and 
Herring 2014; Herring 2015) is used to consider not only participants’ linguistic strategies for expressing 
disagreement, but also the function of multimedia elements and emojis (Dresner and Herring 2010, 2013, 
Yus 2014, 2017, Sampietro 2016a, 2016b, Aull 2019). The analysis is followed by an interview to better 
understand the participants’ communicative intentions towards disagreements in relation to (im)politeness. 
A total of 427 instances of disagreement are identified, with the most common strategies being giving 
opposite opinions and emotional or personal reasons. This is to be expected since the group is divided 
from the very beginning into detractors and supporters of feminism, and they are also defending their 
opposite viewpoints by giving examples from their own life experience. Based on the participants’ opinions, 
the most significant result is the fact that, although disagreement may lead to face-threat, and thus impoliteness 
in other contexts (Langlotz and Locher 2012, Sifianou 2012, Shum and Lee 2013), in this WhatsApp 
interaction, the Spanish family members did not consider it to be impolite, and it is even evaluated 
in positive terms by some of the participants (Angouri and Locher 2012).  
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Аннотация 

В статье рассматривается выражение несогласия и (не)вежливость в общении членов испанской 
семьи по WhatsApp. Материал, ограниченный конкретным событием и датой — Международным 
женским днем 2018 г., анализируется с использованием стратегий выражения несогласия, предло-
женных ранее рядом авторов (Pomerantz 1984; Brown, Levinson 1987; Rees-Miller 2000; Locher 2004; 
Kreutel 2007; Malamed 2010; Shum, Lee 2013). Для рассмотрения не только языковых средств 
выражения несогласия, но и мультимедийных элементов и эмотиконок (Dresner, Herring 2010, 2013; 
Yus 2014, 2017; Sampietro 2016a, 2016b; Aull 2019) используется мультимодальный анализ (Bourlai, 
Herring 2014; Dresner, Herring 2010, 2013; Jewitt 2013; Herring 2015). Для лучшего понимания 
коммуникативных намерений участников общения при выражении несогласия и его восприятия 
с позиций (не)вежливости применялся метод интервью. Всего выявлено 422 случая выражения 
несогласия, при этом наиболее распространенными стратегиями являются высказывание противо-
положного мнения и объяснение эмоциональных или личных причин. Такой вывод представляется 
обоснованным, так как группа с самого начала делится на противников и сторонников феминизма, 
и они защищают свои противоположные точки зрения, приводя примеры из собственного жизнен-
ного опыта. Наиболее значимым результатом является тот факт, что, хотя несогласие может угрожать 
лицу собеседника и восприниматься как невежливость в других ситуациях (Langlotz, Locher 2012; 
Sifianou 2012; Shum, Lee 2013), в данном контексте, исходя из мнений участников, оно таковым 
не является, а, по мнению некоторых, даже оценивается положительно. 

Ключевые слова: несогласие, (не)вежливость, WhatsApp, цифровая коммуникация, феминизм, 
испанский язык 
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1. Introduction 

While it is true that the study of im/politeness and disagreement in digital commu-
nication is a growing field of research within pragmatics, most studies have focused 
on emails, social networking sites, discussion forums or blogs. Other digital means 
of communication, on the other hand, such as WhatsApp have received less attention. 
WhatsApp is the most popular mobile app for online dialogue among friends and family 
in Spain, with more than half a billion daily active Status users worldwide, up from 
450 million global users in the second quarter of 2018, according to the website Statista1. 
                                                 
 1 https://www.statista.com/statistics/730306/whatsapp-status-dau/. 
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Fundación Telefónica (2018) has reported that Instant Messaging (IM) tools such 
as WhatsApp, Facebook Messenger or Telegram are used twice as often as phone calls 
in Spain nowadays, with 95.1% of the Spanish population using them to communicate. 
60% of the Spanish population send instant messages several times a day, while only 
24% make mobile calls. In the Anglo-Saxon world, this is beginning to be known as 
'Generation Mute', due to the preference for IM instead of traditional calls, a tendency 
that is even higher among Spain’s young population: 96.8% of Spanish citizens between 
14 and 24 years old use WhatsApp as their preferred means of communication with 
family and friends. 

Consequently, WhatsApp is increasingly gaining popularity among researchers 
as an object of study. This paper aims to contribute to the current academic research 
on this IM tool by exploring disagreement and impoliteness in a Spanish family mem-
bers’ WhatsApp group. More specifically, the analysis focuses on an interaction about 
feminism that took place on 8th March 2018 (International Women’s Day), beginning 
at 10.37 a.m., and ending on 9th of March at 1.47 a.m. The reason for choosing this 
specific sample is that it is expected to be a locus of disagreement, since the participants 
are divided into supporters and detractors of feminism from the very beginning of 
the conversation. 

Multimodal analysis (Dresner and Herring 2010, 2013, Jewitt 2013, Bourlai 
and Herring 2014, Herring 2015) was used to consider not only the linguistic strategies 
used by the participants to disagree with each other, but also the function of multimedia 
elements and emojis (Dresner and Herring 2010, 2013, Yus 2014, 2017, Sampietro 
2016a, 2016b, Aull 2019). Furthermore, a follow-up interview was carried out to better 
understand the participants’ communicative intentions and perceptions towards dis-
agreements in relation to (im)politeness. 

The paper is structured as follows: firstly, a literature review on digital discourse 
(with special reference to WhatsApp), disagreement and impoliteness is presented. This 
is followed by an explanation of the methodology applied to the analysis of the corpus 
in section 3. Then, the results are presented and analysed in section 4 and, finally, 
the paper closes with some conclusions. 

2. Literature review 

2.1. Digital Discourse: WhatsApp 
WhatsApp, a mobile messaging service that began in 2009, accounts for a large 

proportion of typical daily smartphone usage in Spain. It is an IM application that, 
by means of an Internet connection, can be used to send messages, images, videos 
and audio files. 

Researchers have focused on this application from different standpoints. Some have 
taken a sociological perspective (Church and Oliveira 2013, O’Hara et al. 2014, Rubio-
Romero and Perlado Lamo de Espinosa 2015, Ándujar-Vaca and Cruz-Martínez 2017, 
Ersöz 2019), analysing the social effects of WhatsApp among its users, paying particular 
attention to its effects on students’ learning and performance (Ahad et al. 2014, Bouhnik 
and Deshen 2014, Barhoumi 2015, among many others). In addition, WhatsApp use for 
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healthcare communication has been analysed (Johnston et al. 2015, Kamel Boulos et al. 
2016, Ganasegeran et al. 2017, among others). 

From a linguistic perspective, researchers have centred on its multimodality (Calero 
Vaquera 2014, Sampietro 2016a, 2016b, Aull 2019), politeness (Flores-Salgado and 
Castineira-Benitez 2018), users’ profile statuses (Sánchez-Moya and Cruz-Moya 2015b, 
Maíz-Arévalo 2018), the use of typographical variation (Sánchez-Moya and Cruz-Moya 
2015a), the use of laughter as a resource to manage conversations (Petitjean and Morel 
2017), its positive effects to increase phatic talk (Yus 2017) and the presence of conflict 
in WhatsApp interactions (García-Gómez 2018, Fernández-Amaya 2019). Like other 
kinds of mediated communication, WhatsApp digital interactions contain elements from 
both spoken and written varieties of the language (Crystal 2006, Baron 2008, Angouri 
and Tseliga 2010, Yus 2011, Jones and Hafner 2012, Pérez-Sabater 2012, 2015, Calero 
Vaquera 2014, Petitjean and Morel 2017). These characteristics include the use of emojis, 
words in other languages, lexicalization of vocal sounds and phonetic orthography, letter 
repetition, spelling and punctuation mistakes, abbreviations, acronyms, ellipsis, contrac-
tions, one-word transmissions, absence of openings and closings, short messages, and 
the possibility of having polylogal and convergent interactions, as well as asynchronous 
communication. 

In spite of this increasing body of literature that has investigated the use of WhatsApp, 
there is no research on disagreement and impoliteness in this kind of mobile group 
interaction. The present study seeks to contribute to and increase the limited knowledge 
in this field. 

2.2. Disagreement and impoliteness 
Disagreement has been widely studied from many different perspectives such as 

Speech Act Theory (Sorning 1977, Mehregan et al. 2013, Netz 2014, Bardovi-Harlig et al. 
2015), Politeness Theory (Rees-Miller 2000, Edstrom 2004, Sifianou 2012, Dynel 2015) 
or Preference Theory (Pomerantz 1984, Sacks 1987), among others. 

It was initially seen as a face-threatening act (FTA), a “dispreferred” second, closely 
related to impoliteness (Brown and Levinson 1987, Sacks 1987, Pomerantz 1984, 
Culpeper 1996). In these studies, disagreement is considered something negative, a face-
threatening act that may damage the social relationship between the interlocutors and, 
therefore, needs to be avoided or mitigated. With time, these views are reversed, as 
Xu (2017: 682) summarizes: 

Fortunately, with the development of practical research, many scholars point 
out the non-inherent negativity of disagreement (e.g., Angouri & Locher, 2012, 
p. 1549; Zhu, 2014, p. 87). Disagreement is an unmarked, preferred act and even 
the norm on some special occasions, like the activities of problem solving, decision 
making and commercial meeting, etc. (Tannen, 1981, 1998; Gray, 2001; Tjosvold, 
2008; Angouri & Locher, 2012), in which there needs to be thoughts in collision 
so as to improve scientificity or creativity of the solutions. Sometimes, disagreement 
can also be seen as a sign of intimate relationship or high social competence 
(Schiffrin, 1984, p. 311; Kakavá, 2002, p. 1562; Locher, 2004, pp. 280—281; 
Angouri & Tseliga, 2010, p. 66; Sifianou, 2012, p. 1554). 
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According to Locher (2004), there seem to be several factors that make 
disagreement preferred or not: 

— culture: e.g., British indirectness contrasts with the predisposition to express 
opinions openly in Spanish (Hernández-López 2016); 

— conversational style: e.g., high-involvement speakers versus high-considerateness 
speakers (Tannen 1984); 

— the speech situation: this is directly related to the concept of genre, defined 
by Swales (1990: 58) as “a class of communicative events, the members of which share 
some set of communicative purposes”. Recent studies, following Garcés-Conejos 
Blitvich (2010), have emphasized this genre approach to account for specific linguistic 
choices (Fernández-Amaya et al. 2014, Hernández-López 2016; Hernández-López and 
Fernández-Amaya 2019). In this vein, whether the behaviour of speakers when express-
ing disagreement is perceived as impolite or not by the interactants may depend on the 
frames and norms relevant for the specific situation; 

— participants’ age, status or gender: e.g., men appreciating disagreement more 
than women (Tannen 1990); 

— topic: the more controversial a topic is, the riskier it is to express a different 
opinion (Kakavá 1993); 

— a participant's topic engagement and familiarity: even interlocutors in the 
same speech situation and from the same background may have different expectations 
and a different tolerance level for disagreement (Kakavá 1993). 

Disagreement can be a preferred response when a frame of argumentation is 
established and opponents are expected to defend their point of view, as is the case 
of the interaction in this paper. However, it is important to point out that, as Langlotz 
and Locher (2012: 1591) indicate, “conflictual disagreements are closely linked to nega-
tive emotional reactions, especially when one feels offended or treated rudely”. There-
fore, knowing interlocutors’ opinions becomes crucial when interpreting a disagreement 
episode as impolite or not. 

As a linguist, I am not only interested in the presence or absence of disagreement 
but in observing how it is enacted and achieved and what the effects of the different 
renditions may be. For this reason, it is against the theoretical background presented 
that this study of disagreement and impoliteness in WhatsApp interaction seeks to answer 
these two research questions: 

1) What are the linguistic realizations used by participants to express disagreement? 
2) How do participants judge impoliteness in disagreement? 

3. Methodology 

3.1. Data 
The corpus for this study is made up of a real WhatsApp interaction that began 

at 10:37 a.m. on the 8th March and ended at 1:47 a.m. on the 9th March (so slightly during 
more than 14 hours). The general topic of this conversation of circa 9,900 words 
in Spanish was feminism all the time. As was stated in the introduction, the reason for 
choosing this specific sample as an object of analysis is that it is expected to be a locus 
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of disagreement, since the participants are divided into supporters and detractors 
of feminism from the very beginning of the conversation. 

The contributors are 11 family members from a middle-class family in the South 
of Spain. One of the participants is the researcher but, since the interaction substantially 
predated any analytical intention, there was no observational pressure on any side. 
Although the WhatsApp group is made up of 13 members, 2 of them decided not 
to participate in this conversation. 

Table 1 
Participants’ information 

PARTICIPANT AGE GENDER 
Julio* 32 Male 
Natalia 26 Female 
Linda 32 Female 
Berta 34 Female 
Lola 43 Female 
Ramón 34 Male 
Dora 56 Female 
Ana 35 Female 
Isabel 42 Female 
Félix 27 Male 
Marina 60 Female 
*All participants’ names are pseudonyms. 

6 months after the interaction took place, all the participants were very briefly 
informed about my research aims and the fact that the data were going to be treated 
anonymously, giving their consent to the use of their interaction in the study. The rela-
tionships between the participants can be seen in Figure 1 below: 

 

 
Figure 1. Participants’ relationship 
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Apart from the two participants who decided not to contribute to the conversation, 
in this WhatsApp group there are 3 sisters (Marina, Dora and Lola) and their cousin 
Isabel. Marina has two daughters, Ana and Linda, who are married to Félix and Julio, 
respectively. Dora has a daughter (Natalia) and a son, Ramón, who is married to Berta. 
The relationship between all the participants is very close since they see each other 
frequently and they get along very well. 

The interaction analysed here begins with the following two interventions made 
by Lola: 

1) 8/3/18 10:37: Lola:  

2) 8/3/18 10:37 — Lola: Buenos días!! 💪💪 (Good morning!! 💪💪) 

Lola posts a meme with a famous definition, wrongly attributed to Angela Davis: 
“Feminism is the radical notion that women are people”. After that, she greets the whole 
group and uses two emojis of arms showing strength. By means of the double exclama-
tion marks and the emojis, she is adding emotion towards the propositional content of this 
utterance, showing support to this idea of feminism and the need to fight for it on a day 
like the 8th of March. 

Immediately, these 2 contributions divide the members of this WhatsApp group 
into two main opposing streams, related to the ideological positioning of participants: 
those who are in favour of feminism and consider it is important to participate in the 
demonstrations scheduled for International Women’s Day in order to fight for women’s 
rights (Lola and Linda), and those who are against it because they feel there is no need 
to demonstrate at all (Julio, Ramón, Berta). There is also a third group of participants 
that do not position themselves clearly at either of these two extremes because they 
change their viewpoint depending on the specific issue regarding feminism under dis-
cussion (Natalia, Ana, Dora) or because they do not express their opinion in an open 
way (Félix, Isabel). 

Due to these antagonistic views, the interaction analysed here is characterised 
by a strong presence of disagreements used by participants in order to defend their 
position as supporters or detractors of feminism. 

3.2. Analytical framework 
Following the discursive approach to (im)politeness, the identification of disagree-

ment strategies in the corpus was based on a series of WhatsApp turns (at least two) 
while participants were interacting with one another. It is important to point out here that, 
in this analysis of a polylogue with 11 participants, comments may be misplaced (i.e. 
a participant’s response may not appear just after the comment it targets) and agreeing 
with one person can imply disagreeing with another family member. For this reason, 
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it was really important to pay attention to the content and addressivity to understand 
how messages were connected to each other (Bolander 2012, Bou-Franch, Lorenzo-Dus 
and Garcés-Conejos Blitvich 2012, Sifianou 2012). 

It goes without saying that participants may opt for more than one strategy in a single 
WhatsApp message, as will be seen in the examples shown in the next section. In other 
cases, a single disagreement strategy was developed through several WhatsApp mes-
sages, sometimes even with other participants commenting at the same time. This is 
due to the possibility of having convergent interactions, as well as asynchronous 
communication that, as we saw in the previous section, are characteristic of this type 
of polylogal digital interactions. 

Interlocutors’ assessments of each other’s interventions were crucial in this iden-
tification that was carried out using the following list of 16 disagreement strategies, 
taken and adapted from previous works (Pomerantz 1984, Brown and Levinson 1987, 
Rees-Miller 2000, Locher 2004, Kreutel 2007, Malamed 2010 and Shum and Lee 2013). 
The reason for choosing these strategies is that all of them relate, in some way or another, 
disagreement with considerations of politeness and/or relational work, as in the present 
study. All the examples from this list except for “Expressing regret” have been taken 
from the corpus and translated into English: 

 1. [UD] Using unmitigated disagreement: by means of bare negative forms (e.g. 
“no”, “no way”) or the performative (e.g. “I disagree”, “I don’t/can’t 
agree”). 

 2. [HED] Using mitigating expressions (hedges) (e.g. “I guess”, “it seems”). 
 3. [TA] Token agreement (e.g. “yes ... but”). 
 4. [NC] Giving negative comments: the participant expresses what s/he thinks to be 

the right thing to do and compares with what s/he thinks is the wrongdoing 
of the interlocutor in a personalised way (e.g. “There are schedules that 
directly do not allow you to become a mother”). 

 5. [VP] Using short vulgar phrases: the participant uses taboo words (insults, swear 
words, etc.) when disagreeing with the interlocutor (e.g. “today, instead 
of demonstrating, I went to the hospital to see my neighbour who is really 
fucked up”). 

 6. [OAQ] Expressing objection as a question: the participant questions the interlocu-
tor’s previous claim (e.g. “do you really think so?”). 

 7. [RC] Requesting clarification (e.g. “you are saying I am right, aren’t you?”). 
 8. [IS] Making an ironic statement: the participant says something insincerely 

(e.g. “Come on, now Diana Quer was killed for being a man”). 
 9. [JOKE] Joking: avoiding a clear statement of disagreement but it may be 

understood as such (e.g. “have you been possessed by a spirit from the 
middle ages?”). 

10. [OO] Giving opposite opinions: the participant disagrees by giving an opinion 
that is contrary to what was said before. There is no intention of giving 
negative comments (e.g. “A: children are an obstacle to a woman’s career. 
B: If a man has custody of his children, I doubt he can be promoted a lot”). 
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11. [REW] Rewording: the participant shows disagreement by making minor changes 
to the interlocutor’s original comments instead of repeating the utterance 
(e.g. “A: And you’re still wondering why we are demonstrating?? B: I don’t 
wonder why you’re demonstrating.). 

12. [EPR] Giving emotional or personal reasons: referring to personal experience 
to substantiate disagreement (e.g. “I am demonstrating for those who 
fought before and could not complete their work.”) 

13. [FAC] Giving facts: disagreeing using quotations, statistical information, pictures, 
videos, etc. to show a completely opposite view (e.g. “I know many women 
who, knowing they are protected by law, have reduced their work perfor-
mance by 50% after giving birth”). 

14. [ER] Expressing regret (e.g. “I’m sorry but I don’t agree”). 
15. [SUG] Making suggestions (e.g. “I would like you to demonstrate for all those 

women who fought, were forced to submit or died”). 
16. [REP] Reprimanding: the participant tells the interlocutor that his/her action/ 

behaviour/attitude is not approved (e.g. “if we all stay at home, we don't 
increase the problem’s visibility”). 

3.3. Procedure 
The data analysis involved several steps. First, the interaction was forwarded from 

the mobile phone to an email account as an attachment, thus preventing transcription 
errors. After copying the text into a Microsoft Word document, all interventions were 
subjected to an anonymization process in which participants’ names and other personal 
references were veiled. 

Then, the interaction was analysed in search of the 16 disagreement strategies 
mentioned before. In order to establish coder reliability, the corpus was coded separately 
by the author and a research assistant and any discrepancies (less than 15% for each 
code) were resolved through discussion. Finally, since, as an analyst, I can only interpret 
what participants convey on the basis of their utterances, they were asked the following 
questions to ascertain their opinion towards disagreement and impoliteness: 

1. Were you offended/upset by any of your interlocutors’ comments? If so, can you 
indicate when and why? If not, why not? 

2. Do you consider any of the comments to be impolite? If so, can you indicate 
which one(s) and why? If not, why not? 

3. Have these comments had any consequences in your relationship with this 
person after this WhatsApp interaction? 

4. Results and discussion 
In the following sub-sections, the variety of disagreement strategies found is pre-

sented, juxtaposed with examples. Then, the participants’ judgement of impoliteness 
is summarised. 

4.1. Disagreement strategies 
A total of 427 disagreement instances were identified, with the strategy distribution 

presented in Figure 2. 
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Figure 2. Disagreement instances (N = 427) 

“Giving opposite opinions” and “Giving emotional or personal reasons” were 
the two most widely used strategies, employed on more than 37% of occasions. This is 
to be expected, bearing in mind that the group is divided from the very beginning into 
detractors and supporters of feminism, and they are defending their opposite viewpoints 
by also giving examples from their own experience. 

The rest of the disagreement strategies were present with lesser frequency, although 
there was no instance of “Expressing regret” (e.g. ‘I’m sorry but I don’t agree’). 
One possible explanation could be that these kinds of expressions are typical of specific 
cultures such as British English, more oriented towards deference and negative polite-
ness. However, this is not the case in peninsular Spanish, more oriented towards soli-
darity and positive politeness when it comes to family and friends’ interactions. 

Furthermore, the insignificant presence of the “Rewording” strategy, with only 
3 instances, could be explained by the fact that participants are often so eager to express 
their opinion that they write at the same time and do not read each other’s messages. 
Consequently, rewording is less likely to happen. These overlaps contribute to a more 
conversational and heated debate, as in an oral exchange. 

Surprisingly, there was a low occurrence of the “Unmitigated disagreement” strategy, 
only used in 5.39% of the total amount. This contradicts previous findings that suggest 
“unmitigated disagreement can occur in contexts where it is more important to defend 
one’s point of view than to pay face consideration to the addressee” (Locher 2004: 143). 
I expected a higher occurrence of this strategy, since the main purpose of this interaction 
was precisely that, and the familiar relationship between the participants also permitted 
the use of this strategy. 
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As we can observe in Table 2, almost 73.31% of the disagreement strategies are 
used by four participants, who are core members in the conversation: Julio and Linda, 
who form a couple, as well as Berta and Natalia. Thus, the participants, despite being 
in the same speech situation and having the same background, employ disagreement 
strategies in different frequencies. This might point to a difference in tolerance of dis-
agreement (Kakavá 1993), as was stated in the literature review. 

Table 2 
Disagreement strategies per participant* 

Disagreement strategy 

Lin
da

 

Ju
lio

 

Na
ta

lia
 

Be
rta

 

Ra
m

ón
 

Lo
la

 

Do
ra

 

An
a 

Isa
be

l 

Fé
lix

 

n = % of 
strategy 

[OO] Giving opposite 
opinions 20 26 13 9 7 4 4 3  1 87 20.38% 

[EPR] Giving emotional 
or personal reasons 15 7 10 21 4 5 3 4 2  71 16.63% 

[OAQ] Expressing 
objection as a question 12 5 10 4 2 2 1    36 8.44% 

[NC] Giving negative 
comments 7 7 4 7 5 4  1  1 36 8.44% 

[HED] Using mitigating 
expressions   8 11 5 5  1 2   32 7.49% 

[VP] Using short vulgar 
phrases  5 5 4 2 4  6    26 6.09% 

[UD] Using unmitigated 
disagreement 8 5 3 4  1  2   23 5.39% 

[SUG] Making 
suggestions 3 4 8 2  1 2 1 1  22 5.15% 

[TA] Token agreement  6 2 2 5 4 1  1   21 4.92% 
[JOKE] Joking 3 9  2 1 3     18 4.21% 
[IS] Making an ironic 
statement 4 1 3  7 2     17 3.98% 

[REP] Reprimanding 8    1 3 3    15 3.51% 
[RC] Requesting 
clarification   8  3 2     13 3.04% 

[FAC] Giving facts 1 3    3     7 1.63% 
[REW] Rewording 1 1      1   3 0.70% 
[ER] Expressing regret   0 0.00% 
n = 93 83 76 61 43 31 20 15 3 2 427 
% of contribution 
per person 21.77% 19.47% 17.79% 14.28% 10.07% 7.25% 4.68% 3.51% 0.70% 0.46% 100%  

*Marina has not been included in this chart because none of her five contributions to the conversation is a disagreement. 

Both Julio and Linda are very active participants in the chat from the very beginning 
and they keep on contributing with different interventions non-stop during the 14-hour 
conversation. However, although Berta and Natalia also participate in the morning, their 
involvement in the conversation increases when the demonstration has already taken 
place. This evening part of the interaction seems to be the moment in which the conflict 
is more heated. Lola and Linda have been posting photos, videos and comments showing 
what an awesome experience it has been for them participating in the demonstration. 
Although they are not specifically addressing anybody in the group, these comments 
seem to have threatened other participants’ face, who deem it necessary to justify why 
they have not demonstrated. Thus, the participants make use of disagreement strategies 
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in order to (dis)affiliate themselves from/with one of two social identities: supporters 
and detractors of feminism. 

Regarding the kind of strategies used by each participant, we can see that the most 
frequent strategies used coincide with the general results: “giving opposite opinions” and 
“giving emotional or personal reasons”. However, there are specific results that are worth 
commenting on. For example, Linda does not make use of any hedge at all, disagreeing 
bluntly with all participants. Furthermore, she is the participant who employs most often 
the strategy “reprimanding”. This contrasts with Natalia’s conversational style, for 
instance, who is the participant who uses the most mitigation and no reprimand. From 
the general content of the conversation, we can deduce that Linda is a strong defender 
of feminism and does not understand how other members of her family can be against it, 
even worse, female participants. However, Natalia’s opinion towards feminism changes 
depending on the issue being dealt with, which may explain her use of hedges. Thus, 
as seen in the literature review, conversational style also influences the way in which 
disagreement is presented (Tannen 1984, Locher 2004). 

Another result which is worth highlighting is Berta’s use of “giving emotional or 
personal reasons”. As can be observed in Table 2, she is the participant who uses this 
strategy the most. Berta seems to be threatened by other participants’ willingness to 
participate actively in the defence of women’s rights for equality. So, the high use 
of this strategy could be related to the fact that she feels the need of justifying herself 
for being against feminism, giving personal reasons for her decision. 

Below are some examples taken from the analysis to contextualise how participants 
used these strategies. They are in time sequence and have been chosen because they 
illustrate different strategies very clearly in a single extract. All the examples have been 
copied verbatim without any corrections. 

Example 1 
1) 8/3/18 12:55 — Lola: https://elpais.com/elpais/2018/03/07/icon/1520426823_220468.html 

(“Hoy te han dejado de niñera”2. 43 micromachismos que cometemos a diario) (“Today 
you are babysitting”: 43 sexist comments we make everyday) 

2) 8/3/18 12:56 — Lola: Me temo que en este grupo hay personas que hacen algunos 
de la lista y no quiero señalar pero empiezo por mi casa.... ☹ (I’m afraid there are 
people in this group who make some of those mentioned on the list and I don’t want 
to point my finger at anybody but I am starting in my own home…☹) 

3) 8/3/18 14:12 — Berta: En mi casa no pasa na de ezo (None of that happens at my 
home) [Emotional or Personal Reasons] 

 [...] 
4) 8/3/18 14:17 — Linda: Que suerte miarma! Te has llevado una joya!! (You lucky girl! 

You married a treasure!!) [Ironic Statement] 
5) 8/3/18 14:18 — Marina: 🤣🤣🤣 

                                                 
 2 Although in English this expression is not gender marked, in Spanish “dejar de niñera” refers 
to a female. Thus, when applied to a man, it may have negative connotations implying that he is 
carrying out an action that is supposed to be done by a woman. That is why in the newspaper article 
this expression is considered sexist, since taking care of kids is no longer solely part of a woman’s 
responsibilities. 
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6) 8/3/18 14:24 — Ramón: Hay cosas extendidas en la lista pero habrá q hacer otra lista 
al revés. (There are some things on the list that are widespread but there needs to be 
another list for things the other way around.) [Token Agreement] 

7) 8/3/18 14:33 — Julio: El 95% de los fallecidos fueron hombres (95% of the deceased 
were men) 

8) 8/3/18 14:33 — Julio: https://m.eldiario.es/economia/accidentes-laborales-sumaron-
muertes-noviembre_0_729677194.html 

9) 8/3/18 14:33 — Julio: Tenemos los trabajos más precarios y peligrosos (We have 
the most precarious and dangerous jobs) [Negative Comments + Facts] 

10) 8/3/18 14:33 — Julio: De esto no se habla (This is not mentioned) [Opposite 
Opinion] 

 [...] 
11) 8/3/18 14:37 — Julio: En 1912 es verdad que no podían votar, pero si se hundía un 

barco, tenían preferencia 😂 Yo prefiero no votar y meterme en un bote salvavi-
das 😂 

 (It’s true they couldn’t vote in 1912 but, if a ship was sinking, they were given priority 
😂 I prefer not to vote and get into a lifeboat 😂) [Joke + Emotional or Personal 
Reasons] 

12) 8/3/18 14:38 — Julio: Fite el Leonardo di caprio, con el espacio que tenía en el trozo 
tabla la muchacha, yto pa ella [Just look at Leonardo di caprio, with all the space 
the girl had on that board, and all to herself] [Joke] 

In this first example, Lola posts a link to a newspaper article that contains a list 
of sexist comments people make every day. Then, she accuses, in general terms, the 
members from the chat of exhibiting this kind of sexist behaviour. This contribution 
immediately obtains a number of responses that disagree with this idea. The first one 
is by Berta (Line 3) who provides a simple denial of the propositional content of the FTA 
made by Lola, giving personal reasons to support her disagreement. Berta mitigates this 
potential FTA by means of positive politeness strategies, changing the spelling of “none” 
(na instead of nada) and “that” (ezo instead of eso), trying to give an informal tone 
to her message, making it more oral. This kind of unconventional spelling is also used 
by Ramón in line 6 (q instead of que) and Julio in line 12 (fite instead of fíjate, to instead 
of todo and pa instead of para). This is one of the characteristics of, not only WhatsApp 
interactions, but digital discourse in general: 

As shown by other work in the field (Crystal 2006), the use of repeated key-
strokes and unconventional orthography has often been documented as an effort 
on the part of the interactants to compensate creatively for the effects of gesture 
and tone in the CMC context. (Angouri & Tseliga 2010, 70). 

In line 4, Linda does not believe what Berta is saying and she disagrees using 
an ironic statement by means of which she says something insincerely, using double 
exclamation marks to strengthen her emotions. Ramón responds using a token agreement 
admitting there may be some logic to making the list but then offers an explanation that 
shows that he does not agree fully to it, since he links the need for such a list to a similar 
need for another list “the other way around” (line 6). 
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Julio expresses his disagreement with the feminist movement by posting a news-
paper article in order to give facts related to his idea that it is men, not women, who 
are in a disadvantaged position. In an effort to support his argument, he moves from 
a personal identity to a group identity (“we have”) and uses negative comments to 
describe men’s jobs. 

In line 10, he also gives an opposite opinion, i.e. an opinion that is contrary to what 
is said but without any intention of making negative comments. Then, he jokes in lines 11 
and 12, a strategy by means of which he avoids a clear statement of disagreement, but 
may be understood as such. 

The presence of the emojis is also worth pointing out, since in this case they help 
to add a friendly tone to the debate, trying to reduce face-threat (Maíz-Arévalo 2014). 
Julio uses them to signal he is joking, being one of the instances of bonding humour 
(Hay 2000, Schnurr 2010) present in the analysis, which creates and reinforces solidarity 
and common ground. 

In the next two hours between when examples 1 and 2 took place, the discussion 
on feminism continues with some of the participants providing different arguments 
for (Lola, Linda) or against (Julio, Ana, Dora, Berta) it. 

Example 2 
1) 8/3/18 16:23 — Berta: Yo los extremos no los q veo en ningun caso buenos (I do not 

consider extremes to be good in any case) [Hedge + Negative Comment] 
2) 8/3/18 16:24 — Dora: Además de verdad 👏👏👏 (You’re so right 👏👏👏) 
 [...] 
3) 8/3/18 16:25 — Berta: En mi casa ni en ninguna parte habra ni machismo ni feminismo, 

pq yo me encargare de educar a mis hijos asi, como me educaron a mi (There will be 
no machismo nor feminism anywhere in my home, cos I’ll take care of raising my 
children that way, as I was raised) [Emotional or Personal Reasons] 

 [...] 
4) 8/3/18 16:32 — Berta: Pero a mi q no me.digan heteropatriarcado capitalista (But 

don’t talk to me about capitalist heteropatriarchy) [Opposite Opinion] 
5) 8/3/18 16:32 — Berta: Que no (No way) [Unmitigated Disagreement] 

In example 2 we see that Berta, who is against feminism, uses hedges and negative 
comments to show her disagreement with the members of the group who are in favour 
of it. This receives a positive response from Dora, who emphasizes her agreement with 
Berta’s statement with 3 clapping hands emojis (line 2). Then, in line 3, Berta refers 
to emotional or personal reasons to support her disagreement. 

Finally, in line 4, she disagrees by giving an opinion that is contrary to what is said 
and she ends using unmitigated disagreement by means of the bare negative form 
“no way”. This way Berta is dissociating herself from those who are in favour of femi-
nism, implicitly associating something negative with them. 

After this extract, the discussion on feminism continues mainly between Lola and 
Linda, who are getting ready for going to the demonstrations, and Julio, who is all the 
time disagreeing with them by giving reasons against the need to fight for women’s 
rights. Example 3 takes place after Lola has told how a friend of her has just received 
a sexist comment from the taxi driver who was taking her to the demonstrations. 
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Example 3 
1) 8/3/18 18:44 — Lola: Y aún os preguntáis por que nos manifestamos?? (And you still 

wondering why we are demonstrating??) [Objection as question] 
2) 8/3/18 19:14 — Julio: Yo no me pregunto porque os manifestais. (I don’t wonder 

why you’re demonstrating.) [Rewording] 
 [...] 
3) 8/3/18 23:09 — Ramón: Q leyes tienen q cambiar? (What laws need to change?) 

[Requesting clarification] 
 [...] 
4) 8/3/18 23:10 — Dora: Joder esto no se acaba, hacer cada uno lo q os salga del 

perrete 😜😜😜 (Bloody hell, this is never ending, just do whatever the hell you feel 
like 😜😜😜) [Vulgar phrase + Reprimanding + Suggestion] 

The rest of the strategies found in the corpus are seen in example 3 above: 
— “Expressing objection as a question” (line 1). By means of this question, Lola is 

showing her disagreement with the members of the group who have stated that it is not 
necessary to demonstrate on the 8th of March to fight for women’s rights. 

— “Rewording” (line 2). In this case, the participant shows disagreement by making 
minor changes to the interlocutor’s original comments. This strategy is used by Julio 
to disagree with Lola’s previous statement. 

— “Requesting clarification” (line 3). This question gives the interlocutor the 
possibility of explaining and clarifying their point to avoid possible disagreement. This 
is a common strategy used by Ramón, who is one of the members of the group against 
feminism. 

— “The use of short vulgar phrases such as insults or swear words” and “Repri-
manding”, through which the participant tells the interlocutor that their action, behaviour 
or attitude is not approved, as seen in line 4. As stated previously, Dora is one of the 
members of the group without a clear-cut opinion for or against feminism. In this case, 
she disagrees with the general attitude of the conflictive interaction and tells the rest off 
for arguing for so long. Once again, here emojis help to reduce face-threat and add 
a friendly tone. 

4.2. Participants’ opinions 
In order to ascertain their opinion towards disagreement and impoliteness, partici-

pants were asked the following questions: 
1. Were you offended/upset by any of your interlocutors’ comments? If so, can you 

indicate when and why? If not, why not? 
2. Do you consider any of the comments to be impolite? If so, can you indicate 

which one(s) and why? If not, why not? 
3. Have these comments had any consequences in your relationship with this person 

after this WhatsApp interaction? 
The questions were sent by email to the different participants together with the tran-

scription of the interaction. At this stage it is important to address whether responses 
can be expected to reflect the feelings and reactions of the participants at the time, 
or whether there might be a positivity bias that would lead the answers to lean towards 
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claiming that no face-threats occurred in order to maintain a positive image/face 
of the family as a whole. Given the fact that the author is a member of this community 
of practice, the participants were assured that their feedback was not going to be revealed 
to the rest of the members in the group (hence no names are given below), so that they 
could express freely what they thought and their responses could be helpful for my 
research goals. In fact, since they do not speak English and they are not scholars, they 
have shown no interest in knowing the results of the research carried out. 

Regarding the first question, 10 out of 11 participants answered that they were not 
offended or upset by their interlocutors’ comments. The explanations given justifying 
their answers include the following: 

P1: “Conozco a los integrantes del grupo y no lo hacen para ofender. Están 
expresando sus ideas y las respeto.” (I know the members of the group and 
they don’t do it to offend anybody. They are expressing their ideas and I 
respect them.) 

P2: “No me ha molestado nada, cada uno puede pensar como quiera. Sí me ha 
sorprendido la reacción de algunas personas.” (Nothing bothered me, people 
can think what they want. But I was surprised by some people’s reaction.) 

P3: “Sinceramente no me molestaron ninguno de los comentarios. Aunque no 
estaba de acuerdo con muchas de las cosas que se decían entiendo que no todo 
el mundo tiene un mismo pensamiento.” (Honestly, none of the comments 
bothered me. Although I didn’t agree with many of the things that were said, 
I understand that not everyone has the same thought.) 

Disagreement for these participants has no face-aggravating effects (Goodwin 1983, 
Schiffrin 1984, Georgakopoulou 2001). Despite dealing with a controversial topic 
(feminism), since they are in a relationship of solidarity and share interactional norms 
delimited by the specific genre, disagreement seems to be appropriate and does not 
violate relational boundaries. 

In relation to the second question, none of the participants considered any of the 
comments to be impolite. Some of their explanations were: 

P3: “No creo que haya comentarios maleducados. Entiendo que se enmarcan 
dentro de la confianza que existe en un grupo de wasap familiar.” (I don’t think 
there are impolite comments. I believe they are part of the mutual trust that 
exists in a family wasap group.) 

P4: “Para nada, creo que ha sido una conversación muy interesante y educadora.” 
(Not at all, I think it was a very interesting and educational conversation.) 

In order to decide what is and is not polite, P3 refers to the set of community 
norms defined by the group of which he is a part. He explains that he does not consider 
the comments to be impolite because there is “confianza” (trust) among participants. 
This term has been used by different pragmaticians to account for the fact that, in inter-
actions among friends and family in Spain, having this mutual trust allows participants 
to speak their minds. Thus, they can disagree with each other without any fear of 
offending their interlocutors (see, among others, Hernández-Flores 2003, Bernal 2007, 
Bravo 2008). 
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In the same vein, not only does P4 not consider the conversation to be impolite 
at any time, but she also sees disagreeing as an entertaining activity that may foster 
sociability (Georgakopoulou 2001, Sifianou 2012). 

All the participants also answered the third and final question in a negative way. 
Among the explanations given were: 

P4: “Para nada!! Sigo exactamente igual con todos. De hecho deberíamos tener 
más discusiones en el grupo!” (No way!! I am still on exactly the same terms 
with everyone. In fact we should have more discussions in the group!”) 

P2: “No, pero opino que el WhatsApp puede dar problemas. No es lo mismo una 
conversación donde estás viendo a la persona y ves su reacción (gestos, 
miradas, …) que imaginártelo.” (No, but I think WhatsApp can pose problems. 
It’s not the same as having a conversation in which you see the other person 
and their reaction (gestures, expressions...) as imagining it.) 

P1: “Por supuesto que no. Respeto las ideas que cada uno tenga aunque no las 
comparta.” (Of course not. I respect their ideas even if I may not agree with 
them.) 

From these answers, we can deduce that the occurrence of disagreement does not 
seem to threaten participants’ relationships in this group. In fact, P4 sees it once again 
as an entertaining activity. P2 makes reference to the fact that the lack of non-verbal 
cues may make it more difficult to interpret the interlocutors’ intention, as other researchers 
analysing (im)politeness in CMC have already stated (Graham 2007). 

5. Conclusions 
The present paper has contributed to the existing, limited research on WhatsApp 

interaction in languages other than English by analysing disagreement and impoliteness 
in an interaction within a Spanish family on the 8th March 2018. The main purpose of 
the analysis was to answer the two guiding research questions: 

1) What are the linguistic realizations used by participants to express disagreement? 
2) How do participants judge impoliteness in disagreement? 
In relation to the first research question, the linguistic strategies proposed by dif-

ferent authors were present in the corpus with more or less frequency, with the most 
common strategies being “giving opposite opinions” and “giving emotional or personal 
reasons”. This is reasonable since the group is divided from the very beginning, and 
the fact that participants (dis)affiliated themselves from/with one of two social identities 
(supporters and detractors of feminism) made disagreement the norm in this interaction. 

It is worth noting there was no instance of the strategy “Expressing regret”. As 
stated previously, this could be explained by the differences in politeness orientation 
between English and peninsular Spanish. This finding supports the need to analyse 
disagreement in languages other than English. Another remarkable result was the low 
occurrence of the strategy “Unmitigated disagreement”, since the familiar relationship 
between the participants permitted the use of this strategy, as it is derived from the 
answers the participants gave after the interview. In my opinion, this may be related 
to the fact that the participants want to make it very clear which side of the conflict they 
are taking, developing their explanations and providing reasons for their disagreement. 
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The analysis has also revealed that it is important to examine how disagreement 
evolves across multiple turns, since it has not developed in a linear way, with different 
answers from various members, sometimes even writing at the same time, and with side 
sequences. Thus, it is necessary to approach the analysis of disagreement not only from 
a synchronic but also from a diachronic perspective. 

Another issue that it is worth highlighting is the role played by multimodal elements 
and emojis with different functions related to disagreement, such as being the origin 
of disagreement itself (i.e. the first meme and the links to the news story in example 1), 
showing disapproval with others’ opinions, intensifying disagreements to show emotion 
or trying to reduce face-threat and boosting group solidarity (as in example 3). 

In relation to the second research question, as shown by the participants’ opinions, 
the fact that they are family members and have known each other for a long time makes 
the impact of their disagreement different from that of speakers in antagonistic relation-
ships. Therefore, in this case, although the topic is controversial it does not seem to be 
risky for the participants to express a different opinion, contradicting what previous 
authors have stated (Kakavá 1993, Locher 2004). In this context, disagreement is not 
considered to be impolite and is even evaluated in positive terms by some of the partici-
pants. Hence, the findings of this study are in line with the contemporary consensus that 
disagreement is not a priori a negative speech act (Angouri and Locher 2012). Thus, dis-
agreement is not an inherently impolite act that should always be avoided or mitigated. 

© Lucía Fernández-Amaya, 2019 
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