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The interaction of disagreement in Japanese small 

talk – focusing on “courteous disagreement” 

Sachiko KIYAMA 
�Ph D Candidate, Tokyo University of Foreign Studies��

Summary

This is a quantitative analysis of the interaction of disagreement in terms of politeness in small talk 

among young native Japanese women.  In everyday conversation, it is often unavoidable to do the 

act which might jeopardize the relationship between the speaker and the addressee.  Disagreement 

by its nature is also an act that may give the addressee an unpleasant feeling.  Most of the 

empirical studies on disagreement have been made on the discussion situation (e.g. Holtgraves, 

1997; Rees-Miller, 2000; Kangasharju, 2002).  But disagreement is not limited within the sphere 

of information transactions. It often occurs just as a courtesy in an interpersonal transaction.  This 

is especially so in the case of small talk.  As Coulpand (2003) points out, interpersonal function is 

much more important in small talk than the information to be conveyed.  This paper focuses on 

this interpersonal function of courteous disagreement in everyday casual conversation, small talk.   

The participants were sixty Japanese female students in their twenties. Fifteen conversations were 

recorded and transcribed between friends and another fifteen between strangers. The transcribed 

data from both contexts was then compared quantitatively. Distinction was made between 

"substantial disagreement" to assert one’s opinion or fact and "courteous disagreement" when the 

antecedent utterance(s) set as the object of disagreement is the plus evaluation to an interlocutor, or 

the minus evaluation to self. 

The results indicated that substantial disagreement occurred in eighty-six per cent of cases of 

disagreement observed in conversations between friends, but in only fifty-six per cent of cases in 

conversations between people meeting for the first time. Courteous disagreement, on the other 

hand, occurred in around only fourteen per cent of cases in conversations between intimates, but in 

forty-four per cent of situations between strangers (p< .001). These results indicate that "courteous 

disagreement" occurs more between strangers than between friends. 

Further analysis of the "substantial"/"courteous" dichotomy revealed marked variation.  If we take 
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courteous disagreement only, its responses are mainly disagreements between strangers.  In 

contrast, it occurs very seldom between friends (p< .05).   

As shown in this paper, the knowledge such as to objects of courteous disagreement or responses to 

courteous disagreement may be of a certain practical value in the field of foreign language teaching.  

A foreseeable extension of this research would be to include comparisons with Japanese and other 

languages. 


