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Metalinguistic negation (MN) is a good tool in interpersonal communication, as it is
perfect for formal register and could be used as a politeness strategy. It is used to object to
a previous statement, but not its truth-conditional meaning, so it may be used in the
communication when the speaker wants to avoid directly denying the previous utterance,
which is viewed not as criticism, but as a challenge, which makes it rather polite. Drawing
from theories of pragmatics, the article highlights the possible reasons for the speaker to
choose this type of negation. Pragmatic functions, complexities and implications of MN are
researched. In Business English people tend to use MN as a politeness strategy, it may be
used as well to avoid being direct. The study shows the crucial role of metalinguistic
negation in resolving conflicts, expressing modesty and suggesting alternatives. The aim
of the research is to show the significance and pragmatic implications of metalinguistic
negation, as well as its usage in formal contexts. In the article case studies and examples
are provided, such as the usage of MN to soften criticism, indirectly disagree, avoid giving
the direct answer, soften face-threatening situations, soften criticism, negotiate. MN allows
the speaker to remain polite and maintain business-like environment, it may also be the
way to avoid directness. Almost nothing has been done on such topic, so the study is quite
exceptional, as well as it is topical. In the modern world delicacy and tolerance are most
valued, so such linguistic phenomenon is helpful. The study may be interesting for
scholars, who research communication strategies, pragmatics, negation, formal register
and politeness.

Key words: metalinguistic negation, politeness, formal register, interpersonal
communication, pragmatics; business communication.
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BOpuuwun ILM. Ponv memaninceicmuynozo 3anepedyeHHs 6 MidHcocoOucmicHiu
KomyHikauii. Memaninegicmuune 3anepeuenuss (M3) € xopowwum iHcmpymenmom y
MIHCOCOOUCMICHOMY CRIIKY8AHHI, OCKLIbKU 80HO i0edlbHO NIOX00ums 0isi YOpMaiIbHO2O
pezcicmpy ma  Moxyce  BUKOPUCMOBY8AMUCS K  cmpameis — 8giuaugocmi. BoHo
BUKOPUCTNOBYEMbCA Ol 3aNepedeHHs NONepeoHb020 BUCIO6II06AHHS, dle He U020
ICMUHHO-YMOBHO20 3HAYEHHS, MOMY U020 MONCHA BUKOPUCIMOBYB8AMU 8 KOMYHIKAYI, KOIU
Mo6eyb  Xoue YHUKHYMU NpPAMO20  3anepedyeHHs  NOonepeoHbO-6UCI08NEHO020, WO
PO32140A€EMbCL He K KpUMUKA, a AK GUKIUK, WO pooums 1020 00CUMb BGIUIUSUM.
Cnupaiouuce na xouyenyiio I1. Ipaiica (1975), mu ananizyemo modciuei npuuunu ubopy
Moeyem  makozo muny 3anepeueHus. Jlocniodcyromsbces  npacmamuyni - QyHKYIL,
KoMnaeKkchicms ma imnaikayis M3. YV 0inositi auenivicokiti Mo8i 00U  3a36uUlatl
suxopucmogyiomv M3 Ak cmpamecilo  88IuIUGOCMI, U020  MAKONC  MOJACHA
BUKOPUCMOBY8AMU, WOO YHUKHYMU APAMONIHIUHOCMI. J[0CNI0NCEeHHs NOKA3YE UPTULATbHY
POIb MEMANTHEBICMUYHO20 3ANePEUeHHs V GUPIWEHH] KOHGDAIKMIB, BUPANCEHHT YeMHOCMI
ma NponoHy8anHi anvmepuamug. Memorwo 00cniodceHHs € noKazamu 3HaA4ywicms ma
npazMamuyHy — IMHIJAIKamypy MemaniHeGiCmMUYHo20 3aNepeyeHts, a MmaKkodc U020
BUKOPUCTAHHA V  hopManbHOMY Kowmekcmi. Y cmammi HAB00AMbCA MeMAmuyHi
00CNIOJHCEHH MA NPUKIAOU, MAKi K euxopucmanus M3 Ons nom’skuwenHs Kpumuxu,
0nocepeoKo6anHoi He3200U, VHUKHEHHS NpAMOL 8iOno6iol, NoM AKUIEHHS 3a2PO3TUBUX
cumyayit, nom aKuleHHsi Kpumuku, nepe2ogopis. M3 0036onsec opamopy 3anulamucs
86IuIUBUM T niOmMpumysamu Oil08y ammocghepy, 80OHO MAKONC Modce Oymu cnocobom
VHukHymu npamvomu. Ha yro memy maiioce nivoco nemae, momy 00CniodceHHs € 00CUmMb
BUHAMKOBUM, MAK CAMO SIK BOHO € AKMYANbHUM. Y cyuacHomy ceimi Haubinbule YyiHyemvcsl
OeNiKkamHuicmy i MOAepPaAHMHICMb, MOMY makKe MoeHe sasuwe € nomivnum. Cmamms modce
Oymu yikasoio 0/ HAYKOB8YI8, SKI OO0CHIONHCYIOMb Cmpameii CNilKy8aHHs, NPazMamuxy,
3anepeuents, opmanbHull pecicmp i 68IUIUBICIb.

Kniouosi cnosa: memamosne 3anepeueHus; G6IUNUGICMb, OPMATLHULL  peicmp;
MidcocobucmicHe CniIKY8aHHs, NPACMAMUKA, OL108e CRIIKYBAHHSL.

Introduction. Metalinguistic negation (further — MN) has been the focus of
everyone’s attention lately mainly because of the discussions on the problem of its
definition. However, as it is used to correct, it could be an effective instrument in
interpersonal communication as a strategy of politeness or in business
environment. Little if not nothing has been studied on the topic of metalinguistic
negation in interpersonal communication. However, its pragmatic implications are
most useful in formal registers as it allows the speaker to indirectly disagree,
challenge the idea or politely suggest something. Nowadays, it is essential to be
tolerant and delicate, this type of negation allows the speaker to do this, so it is
important to study it. MN is used dominantly in formal registers, however, in
everyday conversations it is not less spread. So why is the speaker resort to
metalinguistic negation? What is the difference between “I disagree” and “It makes

120



Studia Philologica. 2023. Bunyck 21 ISSN 2412-2491 (Online)
DOI: https://doi.org/10.28925/2311-2425.2023.201

sense, but I want to suggest something slightly different”? And why the second
option is more appealing to the speakers?

Theoretical background. Many scholars studied metalinguistic negation, but
they mainly focus on its pragmatic or semantic ambiguity, among them Burton-
Roberts (1999), Carston (1996), Horn (1985), Davis (2011), Moeschler (2015).
When Horn suggested that there is “pragmatic ambiguity” of metalinguistic
negation (Horn, 1985, p.122), some supported him (Burton-Roberts), some
criticised (Cartson, Moeschler, Davis). Whether it exists or not, one must agree
that in a lot of cases it’s not clear why the speaker prefers types of negations that
may produce misunderstandings, instead of simply choosing single negation.
However, the pragmatic implications of this type of negation have not been studied
much, even less was studied on metalinguistic negation of interpersonal
communication.

Methods. This article mainly uses discourse analysis to predict the possible
implicatures of the examples. Abductive reasoning method is used to support the
observations and hypothesis. Pragmatic analysis allowed the author of the study to
see the effect which a particular sentence makes on the listener in a particular
situation.

Why to use metalinguistic negation in interpersonal communication?

There are still a lot of discussions on the definition of metalinguistic negation.
In this article the definition suggested by Laurence Horn is used and it is “a device
for objecting to a previous utterance on any grounds whatever, including the
conventional or conversational implicata it potentially induces, its morphology, its
style or register, or its phonetic realization.” (Horn, 1989, p.363).

However, other scholars like P. Larrivée (2011) show the ambiguity of the
above-mentioned definition, he thinks that is we take into account the speaker then
the linguistic phenomenon that a lot of linguists call metalinguistic will actually be
just polemical.

The benefits that the speaker gets from using MN are impressive, especially
for a formal register or as a politeness strategy. This type of negation doesn’t
negate the truth of the proposition, instead it provides the possibility to indirectly
disagree, not to criticise the utterance, but support it. MN sounds as if the speaker
is just giving the other perspective on the topic, it could be subject to
interpretation, so the interlocutor will not feel as if the speaker is trying to
condemn their idea.
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People will react much better to such disagreement, than just saying “I don’t
like it”, as MN doesn't convey judgement.

In the world where social boundaries are valued it is crucial to use the polite
ways of criticism and disagreement. Not only in formal register may we see now
the use of indirectness, for which MN is a perfect fit, but more and more people
care nowadays about their face even with the loved ones. Politeness is the norm
now in any conversation, any context, and any register.

Directly disagreeing may sound harsh and intolerant, so other ways are
sought. Metalinguistic negation allows the speaker to imply negation and challenge
the utterance, this indirectness will serve as a politeness strategy in this case. Some
professions will most benefit from this, such as businesspeople, diplomats,
politicians, lawyers, customer service officers, as well as teachers, who should
encourage to improve but not to discourage all together; doctors or counsellors that
must carefully choose the words they use with mentally sensitive patients;
journalists, etc.

Here are just few cases when it may be used in formal register or as a
politeness strategy.

To soften potentially face-threatening situations

Metalinguistic negation may be used to soften the situation and avoid conflict.

The following example shows that the speaker is trying to correct themselves.
The statement before seems too straightforward so it is corrected:

1 didn’t mean to say that you smell, 1 just feel some odour in the air.

This utterance was used by the speaker to avoid potentially face-threatening
situation, so the speaker does not negate the statement “You do not smell”, they
negate “I didn’t mean to say”. This way the focus is redirected to a neutral phrase.
Then instead of using a negative word (here smell), the speaker uses the word
“odour”, which again redirects the focus from the person to the surrounding where
they are at the moment, leaving the possibility that the “odour” may have some
other neutral explanation.

The speaker’s intention is clear, it is important for them whether they use the
socially accepted way of criticism.

Negation can be used to teach others how to behave politely. Here it is used in
its classical corrective style. the following sentences:

Now, Cindy, dear, Grandma would like you to speak a bit more like a lady:
Phydeaux didn't “shit the rug”, he {defecated / pooped / had a BM} on the carpet.
Grandma isn't “‘feeling lousy”, Johnny, she's indisposed (Horn, 1985, p. 133).
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From the perspective of pragmatics the addresser is trying to persuade the
addressee, possibly a child, to behave according to the norms of society. The words
like “shit” and “lousy” have impolite connotation, therefore they are corrected.
Horn notes that the truth-conditional meanings of both expressions are identical,
the addresser’s intention is strictly for the sake of politeness.

To soften criticism

Sometimes metalinguistic negation 1s used just to make it less
straightforward, which by some scholars is viewed as polite: I didn’t mean to say
that 1 hate you, what I meant was that I just don’t find you interesting to talk to
(Gretenkort & Tylén, 2021).

This sentence is a conversational implicature, the speaker says that they don’t
want to talk to the interlocutor, but what they actually meant is that they dislike the
person in general, so they would rather finish any interactions. But because they
are trying to keep face so they try to avoid such strong words as “hate”, so by using
“I don’t find you interesting to talk to” the speaker is implying that they would be
glad if not to stop the interactions, then at least to reduce it to the minimum.

In the next example the use is also to soften criticism.

a: It was boring.

b: I wouldn’t say it was boring, but it could have been more engaging.

Such reply also shows the speaker’s intention to soften the impact of the
statement, so not to sound too direct and offensive.

To indirectly disagree with the help of echo questions

The other pragmatic effect is created by metalinguistic negative questions.
They may appear to be a bit aggressive, though the speaker’s intention was the
opposite. Consider this:

a: She's coming with us, isn't she?

b: (echoing): Isn't she?

Speaker B is trying to politely disagree with the previous statement, they
clearly don’t want the person invited by the speaker A to accompany them, but at
the same time they feel embarrassed to reject the offer directly, so they are trying
to simply challenge the utterance. Though the intention by speaker B was to
politely disagree, it still sounds aggressive, so the effect was not achieved.

Horn (1985, p. 132) gives the following examples of metalinguistic negative
echo questions:

a: you did WHAT with Sally and Bill?

b: Take out the WHAT?
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c: Do I WHAT?

These questions are considered negative in pragmatics, as their implied
meaning is to disagree with the previous utterance. They are metalinguistic as they
aim at challenging rather than denying the statement.

With all examples given it is visible that even though the user intended to stay
polite, it was not successful. Metalinguistic negative questions appear to sound
impolite, if not aggressive. The use of intonation is essential here, if the intonation
is too loud then the speaker‘s intention is not to remain polite, but rather sound
sarcastic or express annoyance.

To behave modestly

MN may be used not only to soften criticism, but also to make the utterance
sound more modest and reserved. In some cultures (like Japanese) or environments
(like business) it is considered polite to undermine achievements, so the speaker
may utilize MN in this way.

a: You are such a talented writer.

b: I'm not that talented, I still have a lot to learn.

The reason behind such statement may be realistic self-criticism or the wish to

look like everybody else. However, there is the drawback of such approach and
that is the interlocutor may find the utterance either arrogant as they may feel that
the speaker is just pretending, or they may consider that as the imposter syndrome.

In the following example MN is used more naturally, as it is comprehensibly
that no person is perfect, so this utterance will be treated not only as the act of
modesty but also as objective estimation.

[ am not the best in class, but I'm doing my best.

MN is a way of avoiding looking arrogant or overconfident, it is used to
express adequate self-praise, but at the same time convey a level of effort.

To negotiate

One more communicative intention may be to suggest another perspective and
try to negotiate. It may be used as a strategy to put forward some alternatives.

I do not entirely support your idea, what if we tried calling the customers and
apologizing?

MN is used here to politely disagree and negotiate another solution. The
speaker intentionally softens the statement with the help of such negation, trying to
only suggest instead of criticising the other viewpoint. The use of metalinguistic
negation provides the possibility for the person to indirectly disagree with the
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interlocutor, which is really valued in formal register. Instead of disagreeing with
the idea itself, the speaker negates the support of it.

I am not sure we can cancel the meeting as you suggested, but I am open for
the discussion.

The statement was clearly made to remain businesslike and still making your
point. The ability of metalinguistic negation to convey softened meaning is of real
help if the speaker wants to keep face, but at the same time appear confident.

It is clearly visible that using metalinguistic negation may assist in business
communication as a strategy of negotiation, it perfectly does its job of slightly
disagreeing, asserting your point and still keeping face and maintaining formal
environment.

Avoiding giving the direct answer

The usage of MN gives the opportunity to make the statement less
straightforward. It may be of help in formal settings as well, as it makes the
utterance softer, in a lot of cases it could also be a politeness strategy.

I am not entirely sure, but I believe that Tom’s idea sounds better.

By using “I am not entirely sure” the speaker is trying to avoid the direct
criticism, but at the same time they make their point. Instead of saying that they
completely agree with Tom’s idea, they try to hedge. Such answer leaves space for
further discussion as well, it is not blunt and final, so the interlocutor will perceive
it as a pure suggestion, not a critique. The use of MN negation (the speaker negates
their certainty about the idea, not the idea itself) really redirects the focus from the
disagreement.

a. - It’s brilliant, isn’t it?

b. - I wouldn’t be so quick to call it a success.

The above sentence is another example of metalinguistic negation that gives
the opportunity to avoid both agreeing or disagreeing with the previous utterance,
on the other hand it just gives more space for the manoeuvre. The sentence with
MN suggests reviewing the progress and correcting the mistakes, rather than
rejecting the whole idea. For the interlocutor such statement does not seem
aggressive or judgemental, so such correction would be welcomed.

This usage of MN could be of help for politicians, businesspeople, diplomats
and a strategy of politeness for the rest.

Conclusions. So far, a lot of scholars have been interested in metalinguistic
negation, because of the confusion with its traits, but it is also a good tool in
interpersonal communication. As it does not deny the truth-conditional meaning, it
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gives the possibility to use it in formal register or as a politeness strategy. It offers
a big range of benefits for polite or indirect communication, such as reducing the
face-threatening situation, offering the ability to indirectly disagree or giving the
direct answer. It sounds modest and reserved if the speaker uses that about their
own achievements. Not only a lot of professions will benefit from this type of
disagreement, such as politicians, teachers, businesspeople, etc, but people who
want to keep face in everyday life as well.
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