
An Analysis Of Politeness Principles Of Lecturer’s Utterances 

Guna Rumadi Situmeang 

 
Magister Education Program Graduate School of HKBP Nommensen University Medan 

guna_situmeang@yahoo.com 

 

Abstract: 

This study deals with the politeness principles in lecturer’s utterances while teaching functional grammar by 

using Leech’s theory they are tact maxim, approbation maxim, generosity maxim,  modesty maxim, agreement 

maxim, and sympathy maxim  The writer chooses a lecturer in UHN Medan. The study used descriptive 

qualitative research design. The study is aimed  to find out 1. the types of politeness that is used in Lecturer’s 

Utterances.2. to find out each of the most dominant types of politeness principles used in Lecturer’S 

Utterances.The instrument used in this study in collecting the data are recording and taking notes. All the 

utterances related to politeness principles produced by the subject written down in book, then 461 utterances are 

choosen to be analyzed. The data areanalyzed by using Miles and Hubberman’s data analysis.The result of this 

research  are nothing for sympathy maxim, while the other five types are used by them. Then the most dominant 

type used by  the lecturer in his utterances is tact maxim, that consist of 262 utterances, it is 56.83%.It means 

that the lecturer try to be tactful in communication by try to maximize benefit to others. He avoid an envy and 

jealous attitude to others. Based on Leech theory the lecturer used Politeness principles in his interaction 

because of cost benefit to others, optionality scale, and indirectness scale. The lecturer of UHN applied 

politeness principles in his utterances while teaching functional grammar in order to avoid conflict and problems 

in communication and to create good communicatin with the students by apreciating one another.This research 

was expected to benefit theoretically and practically. Theoretically, this study is expected to be a good 

constribution as useful references for those who want to make a futher  research on the same area with different 

focus and object. Practically, this study could be made as the model for teacher, lecturer and people or reader. 

By studying the politeness principles people can be careful to determine the choice of words, phrase, clause and 

sentence in expression the ideas or meaning in a given context. Because being polite is an important thing in our 

life to connect to other. 

Key words:  tact maxim,  approbation maxim,  generosity maxim,  modesty maxim, agreement maxim, and 

sympathy maxim   

  

1. Introduction 

Language is an intimate part of social identity that informs the way people think, experience, and 

interact to others. People use strategies in their communication as it is a part of the language user’s 

communicative competence. Communicative competence deals with pragmatics.  Pragmatics is the 

study of those relations between language and context that are grammaticalized, or encosded in the 

structure of a language. In pragmatics, there is politeness. Politeness have a role to investigate as it is 

used by people in their social  interactions and in specific contexts, knowing what to say, how to say, 

when to say, and how to be with other people. Being polite is very important to create good 

communication between one and others, means that it should be careful in using language in 

communication. 

Politeness is a system of interpersonal relations designed to facilitate interaction by 

minimizing the potential for conflict and confrontation inherent in all human interchange. Leech 

(1983:104) gives several maxims that related to politeness, they are  tact maxim (minimize cost to 

other. Maximize benefit to other), generosity maxim(Minimize benefit to other. Maximize benefit to 

other), approbation maxim(Minimize dispraise. Maximize praise of other), modesty maxim (Minimize 

praise of self. Maximize dispraise of self), agreement maxim (Minimize disagreement between self 



and other. Maximize agreement between self and other), and sympathy maxim (Minimize antiphaty 

between self and other. Maximize sympathy between self and other). Politeness is maintaining proper 

etiquette and speaking properly to a person without offending people. Politeness is primarily 

conceptualised as a means of avoiding conflict in interaction. Politeness is used to make the 

interaction running well.One way to know people’s politeness can be seen when they are talking, 

teaching and explining something.  The way to talk can be seen from the speaker’s face, body gesture, 

and intonation, in utterancing word. 

Utterances is the act ofuttering as a vocal expression. Uterrances is a formal and informal talk 

given to the hearer that show case where the speaker becomes the center of attention because the 

speaker is the source of information. In utterancing something we need to be polite to others. 

Utterances is use by many people, like President, Mayor, teacher, lecturer, etc. in many fields. 

Lecturer usually utters something that related to the students’ need. They can not left the day 

before they uttered words to the students. Lecturer will be a model that the students will imitate later 

in their life. So, it is important to habituate politeness in utterances something, especially in teaching 

process. So the lecturers have an important role in their fields. Some lecturer use politeness in their 

communication when they are teaching students and interacting with the students, but beside that, 

there still found that many other lecturers are rare in using politeness in their communication. It is 

proven by   the recent news and  events which said that there are some teachers and lecturers who 

reported to KOMNAS HAM, becaause of some problems. One of the problem is the using of 

unacceptable words by the lecturer, who makes the students sad and even angry. That is why the 

correct choosing words are very important in every human’s life.    

Related to the explanation above, the writer is interested to analyze politeness principles in 

Lecturer’s utterances because as the lecturer, it is important to consider the importance of politeness 

in language and must be careful in choosing words in his utterances, so that it can give good affect to 

all people especially the students. That is  why, the writer is really interested to analyze Lecturer’s 

utterances through politeness that consists of a series of maxim, namely tact maxim, generosity 

maxim, approbation maxim, modesty maxim,  agreement maxim, and sympathy maxim. Then, to find 

the most dominant politeness principle that is used in Lecturer utterances is also important that is to 

see the interpretation of the maxim based on the analysis of Lecturer’s utterances. 

Based on the problem mentioned above, the objectives of the study are: 

1. To find out the types of politeness that is used in Lecturer’s Utterances. 

2. To find out each of the most dominant types of politeness principles used in Lecturer’S 

Utterances. 

This study focuses on  analysis of politeness principles in Lecturer’s utternces. The research is 

applied in Medan PascaSarjanaNommensen University. The writer chooses one lecturer in UHN, he is 

functional grammar lecturer named Prof. BusminGurning. The writer chooses three recording 

utterances in three meetings by lecturer in UHN Medan. Eventhough there are some students who 

talked to the lecturer along teaching learning process, but here, the writer just focus on lecturer’s 

utterances. The students utterances also written in appendix, but it is used to know te context of 

communication in order to know the real meaning of lecturer’s utterances. Besides that, there are 

some theories about politeness principles based on the scientists like theory of Grice, Brown and 

Levinson, Leech and many others. But, in this study the writer uses Leech’s theory (1983) which 

introduces six maxims. There are tact maxim, generosity maxim, modesty maxim, agreement maxim, 

and sympathy maxim. 



This research is expected to be benefit theoretically and practically: 

1. Theoretically, this study is expected to be a good constribution as useful references for those who 

want to make a futher  research on the same area with different focus and object. Some of them 

are for:  

- further researchers to enrich their knowledge especially in doing the other research that 

related to the politeness principles and to make a more positive contribution to theory 

information. 

- pasca Sarjana English Department Students to give more and more information to help them 

in understanding politeness principles especially in the form of utterances, and also to help 

theirunderstanding of politeness principles in social reality and its connection to language and 

interaction. 

2. Practically, this study could be made as the model for teacher, lecturer and people or reader. For 

example: 

- For English teachers and Lecturers, to enrich their way in utterancing words to their students 

in good word choosing and also to apply politeness principles especially in communicating to 

the students. 

- By studying the politeness principles people can be careful to determine the choice of words, 

phrase, clause and sentence in expression the ideas or meaning in agiven context. Because 

being polite is an important thing in our life to connect to other. 

 

 Pragmatics 

Pragmatics is a branch of linguistics that study about language and the context. There are 

some theories about pragmatics. According to Leech (1983:12) in Rahardi (2002:48), pragmatics is a 

part of language use that able to integrate with language use or grammatical such as phonology, 

morphology, and syntaxes by semantics. Parker (1986:11) in Rahardi (2002: 49), pragmatics is 

distinct from grammar, which is the study of the internal structure of language. Pragmatics is the 

study of how language is used to communicate. 

Speech  Act 

Speech act is a field of pragmatics study. Speech act theory attemps to explain how speakers 

use language to accomplish intended actions and how hearers infer intended meaning form what is 

said. 

 Politeness Theories 

Leech defined politeness as “strategic conflict avoidance. Politeness is one of the important 

issues in pragmatics. According to Lakoff (2005:34) Politeness is a system of interpesonal relations 

designed to facilitate interaction by minimizing the potential for conflict and confrontationinherent in 

all human interchange. 

Politeness Principles 

Politeness principles are a series of maxim which Leech(1983:104) has proposed as a way of 

explaining how politeness operates in communication to other. Leech analyzed politeness by the use 

of politeness principles that described in six maxims, namely tact maxim, generosity maxim, 

approbation maxim, modesty maxim, agreement maxim, and sympathy maxim. 



1 Tact Maxim 

The tact maxim states: Minimize the expression of beliefs which imply cost to other; 

maximize the expression of beliefs which imply benefit to other. By the tact maxim, it is meant that 

we try to be tactful in a communication by observing two sub maxims: 1) we try to minimize cost to 

others, and 2) we try to maximize benefit to others. 

For example: 

 Could I interrupt you for a second?  

 If I could just clarify this then. 

2  Generosity Maxim 

The Generosity states: Minimize the expression of benefit to self; maximize the expression of cost to 

self. By the generosity maxim, it is meant that we all try to be generous in a communication in that 1) 

we try to minimize benefit to self, and 2) we try to maximize cost to self. 

 For example: You relax and let me do the dishes. 

3  Approbation Maxim 

 The Approbation maxim states: Minimize the expression of beliefs which express dispraise of 

other; maximize the expression of beliefs which express approval of other. By the approbation 

maxim, it is meant that we all try to be approbation in cornmunicating in that 1) we try to minimize 

dispraise of others, and 2) we try to maximize praise of others. 

For example: I heard you singing at the karaoke last night It was     umm... 

different. 

4 Modesty Maxim 

 The Modesty maxim states: Minimize the expression of praise of self; maximize the expression 

of dispraise of self. By the modesty maxim, it is meant that we all try to be modest in that 1) we try to 

minimize praise of self, and 2) we try to maximize dispraise of self. 

 For example: oh, I'm so stupid. I didn't make a mote of our lecturer.    

 Did you? 

5Agreement Maxim 

 The Agreement maxim runs as follows: Minimize the expression of disagreement between self 

and other; maximize the expression of agreement between self and other. By the agreement maxim, it 

is meant that we all try to be agreeable to one another in a dialog in that 1) we try to minimize 

disagreement between self and others, and 2) we try to maximize agreement between self and others. 

For example: A: I don't want my daughter to do this. I want her to do that. 

 B: Yes, but ma'am. I thought we resolved this already  on your last visit. 

6 Sympathy Maxim 



The sympathy maxim states: mimimize antipathy between self and other; maximize sympathy 

between self and other, means that we all try to be sympathetic to one another.  

For example: I was sorry to hear about your father. 

Utterances  

Utterances in a Linguistics is any speech sequence consisting of one or more words and 

preceded and followed by silence: it may be coextensive with a sentence. Utterance is the act of 

uttering; vocal expression, the power of speaking; speech.  

Types of Utterances  

Five common types of language utterances that cause confusion for language-delayed children 

are reviewed in this paper. They are sarcasm, idiomatic expressions, ambiguous statements, indirect 

requests, and words with multiple meanings. the term 'utterance' refers to complete communicative 

units, which may consist of singlewords, phrases, clauses and clause combinations spoken in context, 

in contrast to the term 'sentence,' which we reserve for units consisting of at least one main clause and 

any accompanying subordinate clauses, and marked by punctuation (capital letters and full stops) in 

writing." 

 

2.The Research Design 

 The study uses descriptive qualitative research design. According to Bogdan and Biklen 

(1992: 52) the design used in the research refers to the researcher’s plan of how to proceed. Bogdan 

also says that a multicase study is the preferred strategy when researcher study two or more subjects, 

settings, or depositories of the data.Miles and Huberman (1984:5) stated that qualitative research may 

be conducted in dozens of  ways, many with long traditions behind them. 

The Data and Data Sources 

The data of the research is lecurer’s utterances while teaching functional grammar. And there 

are so many sources of data, namely the data from article, book, newspaper, billboard/ advertisement, 

youtube, internet, teacher and lecturer’s utterances and many other. In this research, the source of data 

derives lecturer’s utterances in class that consists of three meetings that focus on the politeness 

principles. The sources of data is the recordings and taking notes from the lecturer’s utterances. The 

lecturer who wanted to be analyzed teach in some campus, and classes, but here, the writer chooses 

the lecrturer’s utterances while teaching functional grammar in Nommensen University that is in the 

third semester students. One recording needs about one up to one and a half hours. 

The Technique of Collecting Data 

Based on the way or technique in collecting data, the technique of data collection is devided 

into 5 parts, there are observation, interview, questionaire, documentation and the combination of 

these four parts. In this research, the technique of collecting the data is conducted to get information 

in which is needed to achieve the purpose of research study.The data collects from the internet by 

documentary technique. Documentary technique means reading, studying, and analysing all the study 

to collect required information. In this study, the data will be collected from three speeches of Jokowi 

which taken from internet and youtube. The speech is printed, then the speech is red to get the 

http://grammar.about.com/od/c/g/communicaterm.htm
http://grammar.about.com/od/tz/g/wordterm.htm
http://grammar.about.com/od/pq/g/phrase.htm
http://grammar.about.com/od/c/g/clauseterm.htm
http://grammar.about.com/od/pq/g/participterm.htm
http://grammar.about.com/od/rs/g/subclterm.htm
http://grammar.about.com/od/pq/g/punctuationterm.htm


politeness principles, then each sentence is identified based on the theory of Leech there are based on 

six maxim, tact maxim, generosity maxim, approbation maxim, modesty maxim, agreement maxim, 

and sympathy maxim. 

 The Technique of Analysing Data  

According to Nasution (1988) in Sugiyono (2005:336) stated that data analysisin qualitative research 

is an ongoing activity that occurs throughout the investigative process rather than after process. Miles 

and Huberman (1984) stated that the data analysis is descriptive analysis by using some steps. The 

steps are data reduction, data display and finally the data were verified (conclusion/ferivication). 

Then, to find the percentage of the data result in each type of maxim, the writer 

choosesthe following for mula:  

Where: 

X: The percentage of the item 

F: Frequency 

N: The total number of the item 

 

3. Data Analysis 

Data analysis is the process of systematically searching and arranging the observation 

transcripts, interview transcripts, fields notes, and other materials that the researcher accumulate to 

increase his/her own undesatanding of them and to enable him/her to present what he/she has 

discovered to others. The analysis involves three concurrennt flows of activity, namely data reduction, 

data display, and conclusion. Here, the writer analyzed the lecturer’s utterances in the form of 

transcription lecturer’s utterances by identifying and clasifying it by using Leech’s theory of 

politeness maxims. The research was conducted in two months. It was found that the lecturer 

produced politeness principles, but not all maxims are produced. There just found that the lecturer 

produced five maxim from six maxims altogether.  

 

Types of Politeness Principles Used by Lecturer  

 The lecturer in this research only realized five politeness principles from six types of 

politeness principles based on Leech’s theory such as tact maxim, generosity mxim, approbation 

maxim, modesty maxim and agreemnet maxim. Based on the explanations above, the writer tries to 

analyze the occurences of each politeness principles in lecturer’s utterances. The analysis can be seen 

in the following: 

Analysis of Tact Maxim in Lecturer’s Utterances 

Data 1, Utterances 92. 

Lec : “Hal ini harus ibu tau persisnya, fungsinya ini apa, subjectnya  

seperti apa, ini apa, adjuct itu apa.”(“You all need to know what it is exactly, what is 

the function, the subject is like what, what is this, what is adjunct”.) 



 In the data 1 and 2 utterances, the writer found that they are tact maxim. Tact maxim means 

try to maximize benefit to others, here is to the students in a class. The word “Hal ini harus ibu tau 

persis” is tactful, because in this utterances, the lecturer said the word “ibu”  to the students. Actually 

he wanted to emphazise that the topic he explained was really important to remember and must e 

known well by the students. The word “ibu” in this utterances is clasified into tact maxim, because 

the fact proved that there are some students who haven’t married yet. But the lecturer called them 

“ibu” to generalized that all the students heve grown enough and have same position and existance in 

a class. 

Data 5, Utterances 133 

Lec : “Coba lihat dulu, seperti apa penelitian yang cocok dalam hal  

seperti ini?”(“Try to look at this, what kinds of research are fitted in this case?”) 

In this data, the writer mentioned that it is tact maxim because tact maxim based on Leech 

means that the speaker are able to avoid spiteful, and envy attitute.Then, based on the utterance in 

data 5, the words (“Coba lihat dulu/Try to look at this.”) means that the lecturer gave a chance to 

the students  to think about what title is suitable based on the case they told before. There is no 

spiteful attitude, because the lecturer asked the students politely. 

Analysis of Generosity Maxim in Lecturer’s Utterances 

Data 17, Utterances 109 

Student : Brapa pak? (How many sir) 

Lec : Tolong lihat dibukunya. (sambil mencari-cari di buka siswa).  

(Please look at you book) (Wlile opening one student’s book). 

 Based on the  utterances above, the two examples are clasified into generosity maxim, the 

students quite confused about the topic, they asked again and again. then the lecturer asked them to 

see that in their book, but he was not only asked the students to open the book, but he also try to help 

the students to open her book related to the topic discussed. Here, based on the explanation above, as 

a lecturer, he wanted to open the student’s book by himself. It means that he acted directly and honest. 

That is why he is generous. 

 Analysis of Approbation Maxim in Lecturer’s Utterances 

Data 21, Utterances 60. 

Lec : Bagus sekali, yang lainnya yang ga tau lagi pulkam. (Very  

good, the others who don’t know, you must be at hometown) 

Student:  Hahahaa 

 The utterances in data 21 above is approbation maxim, because it was clear that the lecturer 

appreciate the student’s answer by saying “very good”. Then the other students who can not answer 

the question also got approbation, eventhough some students didn’t know the answer, the lecturer 

didn’t say “you are stupid, or you are wrong”  but he said it indirectly by saying tht the students are 



back to the village, means that they are not focus on the subject, or their body were on the class, but 

their thinking were every where.  

Analysis of Modesty Maxim in Lecturer’s Utterances 

Data 33, Utterances 98 

Lec : But based on the mood, statement is the rejection of interro..  

oh.. sorry imperative.  

This is modesty maxim because it can be seen in the sentence above, the lecturer do wrong 

term, then he realized that and say “sorry”, means that he recognized he done something wrong and 

he try to change it into the correct term.  

Analysis of Agreement Maxim in the First Meeting/First Recording 

Data 43, Utterances 12 

Student : Durasi pak? (Duration sir?) 

Lec : Ya, durasi dengan distance, kemudian cores. (Yes, duration  

and distance) 

This is agreement maxim, because there is the lecturer’s respond “yes” which means that he 

agreed with the students explanation and opinion. Then, he also developed the student’s opinion by 

the other explanations. 

The Dominant Types of Politeness Principles Used in lecturer’s Utterances 

 There are three recordings of politeness principles used by the lecturer of UHN in three 

meetings. Finding the percentage of each maxim will help the writer to know the  most dominant 

politeness principles used by the lecturer. The most dominant type of politeness principles used by the 

lecturer in three meetings is tact maxim. 

Research Findings 

 Based on data Analysis above, some research findings are specified below: 

1. There are six maxims of politeness principles, but in this research the lecturer just used five 

types of politeness principles, namely: Tact Maxim, Generosity Maxim, Approbation 

Maxim, Modesty Maxim, and Agreement Maxim. 

2. The most dominant type of politeness principles is Tact maxim.The realizationcan be seen 

from the data. Tact maxim consists of 262 utterances, the percentage is 56.83%. Tact 

maxim is the most dominant type. In the second position is Approbation Maxim which 

consists of 102 utterances, nd the percentge is 22.12%. So the lecturer also try to be 

generous to the students. In the third position is agreement maxim, consists of 81 

utterances, the percentage is 17.57%, he also try to be agreeable to the students. In the 

fourth position is Modesty maxim tht consists of 13 utterances, the percentage is 2.81, the 

lecturer try to be modest to the students, but it is quite rare. The last type used by the 

lecturer is Generosity maaxim that consists of just 3 utterances, the percentage is 0.65%, 



But it is really rare. Based on the realizations above, it means that the lecturer try to be 

tactful that is by avoiding envy and jealous attitude. 

Discussion 

 After analysisng the data, there were some points that were considered as the important once 

to be discussed. These points were considered to be different from theory applied: 

Doing research about lecturer’s politeness principles in Campus as a formal situation is very 

important. Because the researcher and the reader will know how to interact politely with other people. 

Politeness also try to avoid misunderstanding in a communication, and help the people to make the 

communication runs well. But there is also informal situation or place for example like the placeout 

side the school, at home, caffee, etc. It is also important to make it as a research, in order to know 

whether the politeness is same or not/contrast or not. Beside that, there are so many research about 

politeness principles. It is useful for other researcher in order to enrich new findings about the six 

types of maxim if they make the research about politeness in different topic, for example in dialogue, 

speech, interview and many others. It is very important to be read to enrich the findings and to enrich 

more knowledge of the researcher and also the readers about politeness principles. 

4.Conclusions 

After analyzing the data, the writer finally found some result that will be a conclusions. So based 

on the problems, the writer found some  conclusions, they were stated as follows: 

1. The lecturer used five of six types of politeness principles in the class, they were Tact Maxim, 

Generosity Maxim, Approbation Maxim, Modesty Maxim, and Agreement Maxim. 

2. The most dominant type of politeness principles used by the lecturer was tact maxim that 

consisted of 262 utterances, and the percentage is 56.83 %. It means that the lecturer try to be 

tactful in communication by try to maximize benefit to others. He avoid an envy and jealous 

attitude to others. Based on Leech theory the lecturer used Politeness principles in his 

interaction because of cost benefit to others, optionality scale, and indirectness scale. The 

lecturer of UHN applied politeness principles in his utterances while teaching functional 

grammar in order to avoid conflict and problems in communication and to create good 

communicatin with the students by apreciating one another. 

 

 Based on the conclusions stated above, this research has some suggestions to the readers, 

especially teachers and lecturer who have important role in teaching their students to acquire and 

master politeness principles and also as the students’ second parent.It can be seen in the following: 

1. It is suggested to lecturers who almost be with students every day to use politeness principles 

in teaching in order to create good communication with the students. Beside that, the lecturer 

will be the model to be imitated by the students. So if the lecturer communicate politely, 

hopefully the students will be polite also.  

2. In relation with the findings of this research, it is suggested to other researchers to use 

typology of politeness principles by Leech in classifying politeness principles since it can be 

found in any context. 

3. English learners are suggested to apply politeness principles in their daily communication, 

because the hearers will be comfortable if the speaker speak tacfully. 
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