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ABSTRACT

In this thests, I study the speech acts of request and refusal in Chinese and English.
The aim of this study is to not only compare the results between Chinese and English in
the realization patterns in the two speech acts, but also between my investigation results
and those of the Cross-Cultural Speech Act Realization Project (CCSARP)' (Blum-
Kulka et al. 1989). In addition, it is designed to research the extent to which these two
speech acts threaten the participants® face in the two languages, and what part social

variables such as relative power, social distance and some cultural factors play in the
interactions.

I performed not only a linguistic and pragmatic analysis of the data but also a socio-
cultural analysis. The main framework I follow for data analysis is a combination of
theoretical models: Brown & Levinson’s (1987) model of strategies and Spencer-
Oatey’s (2005) framework of goals for the role-play. For the analysis of the Discourse
Completion Test (DCT) data, 1 used both CCSARP’s (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989)
framework of directness and Brown & Levinson’s (1987) model and their framework of
social variables of power and distance, except for the fake refusals. 1 have proposed the
approach of lirang/qianrang/cirang along with Spencer-Oatey’s (2005) explanation for
the fake refusal phenomenon. In the analysis of cultural influences, I draw on Kroeber
and Kluckholn (1952) and Triandis’ (1994) research. In classifying the request data,

Lee-Wong's (2000) method of classification is used. In grouping the data of refusals, I
have adopted Beebe et al.’s (1990) classification.

In collecting data, the role-play method is employed, complemented by DCT
investigation. In the role-play, Chinese and English subjects are divided into groups and

the task for each group is to discuss when, where and how they can make a trip together
during a few days holiday. In the course of the discussion, there occur requests and
disagreements (classified as ‘refusals’ in my research), and in the DCTs, subjects are
asked to choose from a set of fixed responses, or suggest an alternative of their own.
The purpose is to see what differences or similarities there are between Chinese and

English in the realization patterns of the two speech acts in various situations.

The results show that, in the role-play, both Chinese and English favour the direct
strategy 1n interaction. The frequency of the direct strategy (in requests) is much higher
than that of other research such as that conducted by Zhang (1995), where participants

prefer conventionally indirect strategies. However, the results of the DCTs demonstrate

a less significant difference between my investigation and the CCSARP languages. The
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1ii
greatest difference between Chinese and English data lies in the fake refusals. Data
analysis also indicates that factors (power, distance and even culture) do not have a
large effect on the role-play results though they do influence the choice of strategies in

the DCTs. The speech acts of requests and refusals are found to be multifunctional. In

the role-play, for example, they often play a more supportive and constructive than a
face-threatening role, as Brown & Levinson have claimed. In the DCT data, fake

refusals are employed to show good manners.

Conceptually, I have challenged those researchers who claim that Chinese face is

different from English face, and who divide Chinese face into two ditferent aspects: lidn
B and mianzi TH-F. Wang (1993: 566) says that “the modern man has only one lidn

[face]” and mianzi is only one of the synonyms of /idn. Therefore, the Chinese have one
face, just as the English do. The conceptualization of Chinese face having two aspects
does not seem to be valid. This finding coincides with Leech’s (2005: 27) that “despite

differences, there is no East-West divide in politeness”.
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INTRODUCTION

The motivations for my research into this subject stemmed from my interest in the
notions of speech acts and illocutionary acts (1.9). My interest started with Green’s
(1975: 107) challenge of the following five sentences:

1.-Will you close the door please?

2. Can you lend me a dime please?

3. Won’t you have a seat please?

4. Could you move over please?

5. Do you want to set the table now?

Let us consider the following question: “How should a grammar explain the fact

that these sentences with the form of questions are intended and understood not as

requests for information but as requests for action, just as the corresponding imperative
forms are” (ibid.: 107). |

Having taught English grammar for a few years and being familiar with these
grammatical rules, I wrote a few books on the subject entitled: Mysteries Resolved in
English for Chinese Learners series (Li, L. 1998-2001). In grammar, all the five
sentences above are called ‘interrogatives’. Next we look at how these general questions
are composed and find that all of them begin with an auxiliary verb and the verb in each
of them is a root form with an inversion of the auxiliary and the subject. They are all
used to aék questions. That is almost all English grammar can tell us about them.

However, the grammatical explanations are not so useful from the viewpoint of
Speech Act Theory. In my grammar research into syntactic structures, I compared the
internal structures of English and Chinese, and discovered a few similar and a few
different features between them and also a few laws regarding these features. However,
I neglected the pragmatic dimension of language study, which is characterized by the
study of language use in context. Green (1975: 108) calls for an adequate theory to
account for these linguistic phenomena. This tﬁesis rectifies that omission.

Another motivational facet for this research is the fact that, quite often, Chinese
learners of English are misconstrued as impolite or even rude by English speakers,
when they communicate in English. What is the apparent problem with the Chinese
when they speak English? Aren’t the Chinese famous throughout the world for their
hospitality, respectfulness, good manners including their polite speech? When they
speak English, however, they are often considered to be impolite. Conversely, English
learners of Chinese are rarely regarded as impolite. There must be a reason (or reasons)

for this phenomenon.
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So I decided to do some research into politeness with speech act theory and

pragmatics as tools. Specifically, I wanted to study the speech acts of requests and

refusals in Chinese and English, which are not only the most commonly used acts but

are also ‘intrinsically face-threatening’ ones.

This study is designed to address the following questions:

1. What differences and similarities are there between Chinese and English in the
realization pattemns of the above two speech acts? What factors (linguistic, social,
cultural, or other) influence the choice of strategies of politeness most? What do the
differences and similarities tell us as politeness researchers?

2. Do the above two speech acts really intrinsically threaten a participant’s face?

To what extent and in what situation do they threaten participants’ face? Is there any
situation in which they do not?

In my investigation, I used role-plays, supplemented by Discourse Completion
Tests (DCTs). In the role-play, I had ten groups of three subjects each, five of native
English speakers and five of native Chinese speakers. Of the five English groups, there
is one group of lecturers, one family group and the other three are groups of university
students, some of whom are classmates or friends and others who didn’t know each
other before. Similarly, the five Chinese groups also consist of one group of people who
work together, a family, and three groups of students, as classmates, friends or
acquaintances.

All the groups were given the same task, the planning of a holiday together,
making decisions on such things as which city to visit, when to go, where to stay and
how to travel etc. Each group role-played for about fifteen minutes and video-
recordings were made and transcribed. Finally, their utterances were grouped and
classified into different speech acts: requests and refusals, for analysis.

In the DCTs, subjects were asked to respond to discourse contexts, including
borrowing money, refusing to lend money, refusing invitations and suggestions, and
they were also asked to comment on their feelings after making refusals with regard to
their boss, close relative, best friend and an acquaintance. The subjects could also
choose to write their own response, if they did not believe the choices offered were

suttable. The questions also systematically varied with power and distance relationships
using the same situation, but different interactants. Then the Chinese and English data
sets were compared with each other and against the results found by the CCSARP
project (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989: 47). In addition, the results were analyzed in detail

from the viewpoint of syntactic patterns, strategies, power and distance, and cultural
factors.
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The theoretical frameworks I have adopted for data analysis are various: different

models being required for different data. For example, with the data from the DCTs,
except for the fake refusals, Brown & Levinson’s framework of strategies (1987),

CCSARP’s framework of directness, and Lee-Wong’s method of classification are used.
For the data -analysis of the fake refusals, I have adopted, as an explanation,
lirang/qianrang/cirang, a traditional Chinese sociocultural concept, in combination with
Spencer-Oatey’s (2005) approach of conformity and tradition (7.3). For the analysis of
data from the role-play, Brown & Levinson’s (1987) model of strategies and Spencer-
Oatey’s (2005) framework of goals are used. I have adopted Beebe et al.’s (1990) model
of classification for grouping the data of refusals.

Data analysis shows that in the role-play both Chinese and English prefer to adopt
the ‘direct’ strategy, which is significantly different from the DCT results that show that
both Chinese and English groups favour the ‘conventionally indirect’ strategy. It 1s
suggested that this difference occurs because in the joint/communal task-oriented
interactions, participants have a common goal and benefits that outweigh the
individual’s goal and benefits. Thus, they are able to use higher percentages of direct
strategies with each other. However, in the questionnaires, where there are no common
interests or goals, things are different. Here social factors and cultural influences do
play an obvious role in situations where there is a difference in power or distance. Most
of the subjects, Chinese and English, choose formal strategies for the boss and pecople
they don’t know well and direct strategies for relatives and friends. The big cultural
differences between Chinese and English invitation-acceptance strategies are clearly
displayed.

It 1s found that the speech acts of Hrequests and refusals are not always face-
threatening; they are sometimes face-supportive, depending on the situation. In other
words, they play different functions in different contexts or situations. In the role-play,
for example, where members of each group cooperate with each other to accomplish a
common task, these two speech acts play a face-constructive and face-supportive role.
There does not seem to be much face work, in contrast to the claims of Brown &
Levinson (1987: 65). In the Chinese context of fake refusals in the questionnaires, the
speech act of refusals is used mainly to show good manners, rather than cause

imposition (as suggested by Brown & Levinson) (ibid.: 65), though it could be face-
threatening in English in this case.

The speech acts of requests and refusals are studied not only from the viewpoint of
head acts but also in terms of modification. Data analysis shows that when participants

make a request for information or ideas, they tend to use internal or simply no
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modification for efficiency or economy. However, when it comes to requesting others

for action (e.g. booking tickets, etc.) or arguing more and more intensely, they resort to

the more complicated external modification (to give reasons, for example).

Modal particles in Chinese are a very important category of modifiers. In this
research, they have been studied in depth in terms of pragmatics. Take R ma as an

example. As a particle, it is found to be multifunctional rather than only used as a

question-forming particle — at the end of a general yes-no question (Xu Shizhen 1985:
109). Through research, it 1s discovered to have several functions: mitigating the force
of utterances, upgrading it, as well as forming questions.

The notion of face is also investigated and it is found that Chinese face should not
be divided into two types: lian and mianzi in Modemn Chinese, as Hu (1944: 45, 457),
Gu (1990: 13, 241) and Mao (1994: 454) claim. Their classification seems to be
misleading. Mianzi being one of the many synonyms of /idn just as dignity, self-respect,
etc. are synonyms of face in English.

In addition, I have traced one of the root causes that often make the Chinese sound
impolite when they speak English to native speakers of English. Theré is no change of
form 1n the Chinese verb system while in English, there is a whole set of past forms
would, might, could, were. 1t is this verb difference that is one of the most important
elements that make the difference between Chinese and English politeness. The
differences between Chinese and English verb systems have long been noticed by other
scholars (Xu Shizhen 1985: 59), but I have discovered the connection between this verb
ditference and Chinese students’ so-called ‘impoliteness’ phenomenon, in this research.

This thesis consists of eight chapters and an Introduction, which reports the

background, the purpose, theoretical frameworks used and results of the research.

Chapter I 1s a review of past theories, called ‘An Overview of Theories of

Politeness’ dealing with literature or previous research on politeness.

Chapter II centres on a few theoretical frameworks and attempts to find proper

theoretical frameworks for this research. Relative advantages and disadvantages of

important theories are examined and compared.

Chapter III discusses the research procedure including research approach,
rationales for the design of the DCTs and the role-play and the selection of subjects. It
includes definitions and criteria for classification of requests and refusals, interviews

and a rationale of relative power and social distance.

Chapter IV focuses on data analysis of requests, including syntactic analysis of

data, pragmatic analysis of strategy types, analysis of power and distance influences,

similarities and differences, and conclusion.
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Chapter V deals with refusals including data analysis in strategy types, power and
distance, stmilarities, differences and conclusion.

Chapter VI concentrates on internal and external modifications of speech acts.

Chapter VII deals with cultural analysis. It is here that I highlight the analysis of a
few of the most prominent problems, such as Gu and Mao’s notion of face: /idn and
mianzi. Here I also challenge Brown & Levinson’s notions of positive face and negative
face. The ‘direct’ strategy in both languages in the role-play, and the fake refusal
phenomenon in Chinese and English in the DCTs data are analyzed 1n detail.

Chapter VIII deals with findings, evaluation, and proposals for future research.

Finally, it is important to note that this thesis focuses on politeness in personal
interactions in requests and refusals only. The Chinese politeness phenomena under
research in this thesis, unless otherwise stated, refer to the present-day/current

politeness phenomena (commonly practised in China since the 1980s). Also the

language used refers to the standard Chinese, also known as pitonghud 3515 or
pinyin 3.

To sum up, this chapter has provided a general introduction to my thesis. (1) It
outlines the reasons behind the research of pragmatics (the speech acts of requests and
refusals). (2) It introduces some general information about the methods and subjects

used. (3) The theoretical frameworks to be used are outlined and the results reported. (4)

A general plan of the contents 1s given.
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CHAPTER I: AN OVERVIEW OF THEORIES OF POLITENESS

The main purpose of this chapter is to briefly review previous relevant research on
linguistic politeness with the aim of building up a broad context, against which the
current research can be viewed. Pragmatic approaches to linguistic politeness have been
developing rapidly since the 1970s. Western linguists Lakoff (1973), Grice (1975),
Fraser and Nolen (1981), Leech (1980, 1983), Brown & Levinson (1978, 1987), Eelen
(2001) and Watts (2003) have all produced important studies on perspectives of
pragmatics, especially linguistic politeness. Additionally, Olshtain and Weinbach
(1987), Kasper (1990), Altman (1990) and Blum-Kulka (1993) have considered the
particular issues involved in interlanguage pragmatics or cross-cultural pragmatics. A
few Chinese researchers He (1984), Shen (1987), Gu (1990, 1993), Wang, Z. (1993),
Mao (1994) and Zhang (1995), Du (1995), Chen (1996), Pan (2000) and Lee-Wong
(2000) have discussed some pragmatic aspects of Chinese.

In this chapter, some of the most relevant and influential Western views with
regard to politeness theory in general and a few of the most influential Chinese models
studying differences in politeness between Chinese and Westerners are reviewed with
reference to the current research. The Western views prior to the 1990s are summarized
by Fraser (1990: 220): the social-norm, the conversational-contract, the conversational-
maxim and the face-saving view. Since the 1990s, politeness theory has developed
significantly. There have been rapid developments in research. Watts (2003) has
summarized the most important developments in this period: the appearance of
(im)politeness1, (im)politeness2 and politic behaviour, criticism of traditional politeness
theories such as Brown & Levinson’s face model, especially by some Asian researchers
such as Ide (1993) and Matsumoto (1993). Some influential models of Chinese
politeness have appeared since the early 1990s such as Gu’s maxims (1990), Mao’s

construct (1994), Zhang’s strategies in Chinese politeness (1995) and Lee-Wong’s
framework (2000).

1.1 The Social-norm View

The social-norm view assumes that “each society has a particular set of social
norms consisting of more or less explicit rules that prescribe a certain behaviour, a state
of affairs, or a way of thinking in a context” (Fraser 1990: 220). That is to say, there are
standards of behaviour, including linguistic behaviour, in every society according to
which the participants of a social event or activity, such as a conversation, are deemed

to have behaved or spoken politely or impolitely. People are regarded as being polite if
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they comply with the standards or norms. Otherwise, they will be considered to be
impolite or rude. Fraser (1990: 221) argues that this normative view considers
politeness to be associated with a particular speech style in which “a higher degree of
formality implies greater politeness”. Fraser thinks that there are few, if any, adherents
of this approach to be found among current researchers. However, there are some
linguists such as Hill et al. (1985), Ide (1990) and Gu (1990), who claim to have proved
its value in studying non-western politeness.

The idea of social norms constituting the rules of politeness is not new in Chinese.
Confucius, the ancient Chinese philosopher, summarized the principles of good conduct

and rules of politeness, etiquette and ceremonies. A few of his nine considerations for
good conduct are sé sT wén & BIER% mao sT gong $UBIR; ydn st zhong FBEY shi
s7jing A, When he discussed the importance of politeness (etiquette / ceremony),
Confucius pointed out: gong er wu Ili zé lao. FET AL, shén ér wil If zé sé. 1
TR, And zhi ér wit I zé jido. ETI LN . All his advice about

politeness and its development through Chinese history formed the basis of politeness in
the society from old to modern China. However, in October 1949, the Chinese
Communist Party came to power and radical changes took place to the political,
economic and social systems. Relationships between people also changed. The Chinese
language, both written and spoken, went through significant and rapid changes. The
written form was simplified again and again. The oral form changed rapidly, too. People
began to call each other ‘comrade’ on most occasions instead of the formerly used

equivalents of Mr, Mrs, and Sir. Also, other linguistic forms of politeness such as nin
%, qing iH'°, ldo jia 525! etc. were used less and less until they were considered
outdated.

From the middle of the 1960s until the end of the 1970s was the period known as

the Great Cultural Revolution. During this revolution, huge social changes occurred:
almost all of the people at the top of the social hierarchy were criticized and removed
from their positions, and young radicals replaced them. Teachers were ‘struck down’ by

their students. These civil commotions overturned traditional notions of politeness but

2 The face should be gentle-looking.
3 The manner should be polite.

4 What is said should be truthful.

> What you do should be respectful.

° Too much respect without obeying the rules of politeness (etiquette/ceremonies) is tiring.
7 Being too careful while disregarding the rules of politeness will make one timid.
% Being too straightforward without following the rules of politeness will make one sharp-tongued.

? Equivalent to the French respectful form Vous
19 Please

Il Excuse me.
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did not provide a clear alternative to them.

After the Cultural Revolution, books about ‘civilized behaviour’ began to be
published. For example, in 1982, 4 Manual of Polite Expressions «{LIES Ft», a

set of norms of polite linguistic behaviour for the Chinese citizens, was written by the
government and published by the Beijing Publishing Company, in response to the drive
launched by the Chinese government in an attempt to ‘beautify or purify’ the speech of
the people. Since then, there has been progress in an effort to modify people’s social

behaviour, including their linguistic behaviour in interactions. People resumed using

some polite forms of greetings, for instance.

However, the government thought that there was still a lot to be done in the work
of civilizing people’s behaviour. Therefore, in September 2001, the Central Committee

of the Communist Party of China circulated a notification entitled 4 Programme for
Implementing the Construction of the Morals of the Citizens «2> RIEHE B G SL N E»
for the purpose of educating the people to be ‘better citizens’. Early in 2004, the
Chinese leadership decided to improve education work in the area of ideology
throughout the country, and in the second half of the year, advice in the form of
circulars began to be printed and issued to various organizations and groups of people,
such as students of schools and universities, workers, peasants, Party and Youth League

members across the country. One of the examples is the documents from the central

government entitled Advice of the Central Committee of the Communist Party and the

State Council of China About Further Improving and Strengthening the Ideological and
Political Work of Education Among University Students « B3t [/ & B F it —iF
AnsE AN O R A FEAREUA 2UH BIE Wy, August 2004, Since then, a clear majority
of Chinese students have studied this and tried to apply its advice both linguistically and

non-linguistically. Most Chinese are paying more attention to their behaviour and trying

to obey the social norms of politeness in communication more than they did in the few
years immediately after the Cultural Revolution.

It 1s not only China that has had social norms. In other societies, such as England
and America, there have also been norms, spoken or written, with regard to polite
linguistic behaviour. Examples include school rules and regulations, in which there are
social norms for students to follow. Also the Ladies’ Book of Etiquette and Manual of
Politeness cited in Fraser (1990: 220), 4 Study Dictionary of Social English by W.R.
Lee (1983), and The Customs and Language of Social Interaction in English by

Spencer-Oatey (1987). However, there are relatively few scholars interested in studying

politeness phenomena from the social norm view, especially among Western
researchers (Fraser 1990: 219).
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1.2 The Conversational-maxim View

A maxim is a “widely accepted rule of conduct or general truth briefly expressed”
(OALD 4th edition). Here polite linguistic behaviour is briefly expressed. The
conversational-maxim perspective 1s principally based on Grice’s (1975: 41)
Cooperative Principle (CP). Lakoff (1973: 292) was the first to consider politeness from

the conversational-maxim point of view. She gives two rules of Pragmatic Competence.

1. Be clear.

2. Be polite.

Lakoff (1973: 297) claims that Grice’s maxims fall under her first pragmatic rule:
Be clear. In addition, she proposes three sub-rules for the second maxim or rule: Be
polite.

a. Do not impose.

b. Give options.
¢. Make A feel good —be friendly

However, Lakoff does not explain how these three levels of politeness are to be
understood.

Grice (1975: 41) has put forward the Cooperative Principle (CP):

1. Maxims of quantity

i) Make your contribution as informative as required for the current purposes of the
exchange.
ii) Do not make your contribution more informative than required.
2. Maxims of qﬁality — Try to make your contribution true.
1) Do not say what you believe to be false.
ii) Do not say that for which you lack adequate evidence.
3. Maxim of relation — Be relevant.
4. Maxim of manner — Be clear.
1) Avoid obscurity.
11) Avoid ambiguity.
ii1) Be brief.
iv) Be orderly.

This CP of Grice’s is regarded as the most important theory having a set of maxims

and sub-maxims for participants to follow.

Leech (1983: 83) adopts and expands on Grice’s view and presents a

comparatively thorough and detailed analysis in terms of maxims in a more general
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pragmatic framework. In his Principles of Pragmatics (1983: 80), he points out that
Grice’s CP 1n itself cannot explain:

a) why people are so indirect in conveying what they mean; and
b) what is the relation between sense and force when non-declarative types of

sentences are being considered.

He proposes two sets of conversational principles: ‘interpersonal rhetoric’ and

‘textual rhetoric’. The former consists of Grice’s CP, his own Politeness Principle (PP)

and his Irony Principle (IP). The PP 1s used to explain why people in conversation may
flout or violate the CP and its associated maxims.

Leech argues that the CP and the PP often create a tension between participants of
a conversation, who must determine which one to sacrifice. To sacrifice the PP, one
nisks the equilibrium of a peaceful interpersonal relationship, which is a necessary pre-
condition for cooperation in conversation. Therefore, Leech regards the PP as a
necessary complement to the CP. Leech (1983: 119, 131) provides a set of maxims

associated with the PP in regard to absolute politeness. These maxims or rules tend to
go in pairs as follows:

I. Tact Maxim (in impositives and commissives)

a. Minimize cost to other
[b. maximize benefit to other]

II. Generosity Maxim (in impositives and commissives)
a. Minimize benefit to self
[b. Maximize cost to self}

[1I. Approbation Maxim (in expressives and assertives)
a. Minimize dispraise of other

[b. Maximize praise of other]

[V. Modesty Maxim (in expressives and assertives)

a. Minimize praise of self
[b. Maximize dispraise of self]
V. Agreement Maxim (in assertives)

a. Minimize disagreement between self and other

[b. Maximize agreement between self and other]

V1. Sympathy Maxim (in assertives)
a. Minimize antipathy between self and other

[b. Maximize sympathy between self and other)
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Leech (1983: 107) divides linguistic politeness into two kinds:- relative and

absolute. By relative politeness, he means politeness to the hearer in a specific

circumstance. Consider the following example.

A: Geoff has just borrowed your car.
B: Well, I like THAT.
(Leech 1983: 83)

According to Leech, B has told a lie. What he said is not true but it is polite to
Geoff. The speaker in B implies that he does not like that, and this implied meaning of
his is true. By absolute politeness, Leech means the degree of politeness with regard to

certain linguistic forms. Some of these forms are regarded as more polite than others.

C: I wouldn’t mind a cup of coffee.

D: Could you spare me a cup of cotfee?
(Leech 1983: 134)

Leech argues that the linguistic form C is marginally more polite than the linguistic
form D. This is because the illocutionary goal of D overtly competes with the
Generosity Maxim, but not with the Tact Maxim. In other words, D’s goal openly
challenges the former maxim but not the latter one. This is because, according to the
Generosity Maxim, one should minimize benefit to oneself or maximize cost to oneself.
However, D 1s doing the opposite by asking for a cup of coffee though politely.
Alternatively, one should minimize cost to other and maximize benefit to other
according to the Tact Maxim. C is doing so by avoiding openly asking for a cup of
coffee with the expression “I wouldn’t mind” instead of the relatively and slightly more
direct “Could you spare me”.

Leech’s theory meets with both praise and criticism. Locher (2004: 66) says that
Leech’s Maxims can be used to explain a wide range of motivations for polite
manifestations in a British (and to a certain extent an American) background. Some
other scholars regard Leech’s framework as a great contribution to the study of
politeness. It emphasizes the normative aspect of politeness and the attainment of social
goals (Watts et al. 1992: 7). Leech’s view is often considered to be more appropriate to

explain many aspects of the Chinese politeness since ‘“the Chinese conception of
politeness is to some extent moralized” (Gu 1990: 243 and Chen 1993: 49).
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There are also researchers who criticize Leech’s theory. Cameron (1987: 92) and
Watts et al. (1992: 7) think that it is too theoretical to apply to real language. Held
(1992: 139) believes that Leech’s view is limited because he equates indirectness with
politeness. A few scholars such as Held (1992: 142), Fraser (1990: 226) and Locher
(2004: 65) also claim that a direct utterance can be the appropriate polite form in a
specific context whereas an indirect utterance could even be impolite. Blum-Kulka

(1987: 131) has even tested the concepts ‘indirectness’ and ‘politeness’ in an

experiment in which “indirectness does not necessarily imply politeness”.

Leech’s grand strategy of politeness (GSP):

Leech (2005: 12) states that he “will now reformulate the maxims of politeness 1n
POP, the six maxims of the PP”. He decides to avoid using the term maxim because it 1s

so easily misunderstood. Instead, he adopts a single constraint that includes all the
above maxims, which he calls the Grand Strategy of Politeness or GSP for short.

By employing the GSP, S attempts to ensure that offence is avoided,
because both participants are, as it were, ‘leaning over backwards’ to avoid
the discord that would arise if they each pursued their own agenda selfishly

through language. They are also ‘leaning forward’, in an opposite direction,
to propitiate O through pos-politeness (ibid.: 12).

Leech stresses that pragmatics is interested only in communicative behaviour, and
politeness in a pragmatic sense is a matter of conveying meanings in accordance with
the GSP (1bid.: 12).

With regard to the offer-refusal sequences, where an offer is made by a and b

declines it, Leech used to call them ‘pragmatic paradoxes’ (1983: 110). Now he calls
them ‘battles for politeness’ (2005: 9) and specifically refers to the Chinese

invitation/offer-refusal sequences. The newer phrase he uses seems to be a more

appropriate term because it reflects more directly the fact that such sequences in

Chinese sometimes do appear to be battles between the interactants for the sake of

politeness.

Leech’s conclusion regarding ‘eastern group-orientation’ vs. ‘western individual
orientation’ is that “despite differences, there is no East-West divide in politeness”. I

will explain what difference there is between his maxims and his GSP and what use
they will be for my study in 2.5.
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1.3 The Conversational-contract View

The conversational-contract view was put forward by Fraser and Nolen (1981: 93).
They assert that on entering a given conversational contract, each party brings an
understanding of some initial set of rights and obligations that will determine, at least
for the preliminary stages, the limits of the interaction. In other words, conversation has
been regarded as a contract and the participants as its parties. They divide the terms of
the conversational contract into two kinds: (1) general terms and (2) specific terms. The
former refer to the terms that dominate all ordinary conversations. For example, both
participants must speak the same language (otherwise an interpreter has to be employed,
which is not discussed here); both parties must speak clearly, seriously and loudly
enough to be heard; and the hearer must wait for his turn when one party 1s speaking.
These general terms are usually not negotiated because they consist of the pretexts or
preconditions for a conversation without which there would be no successful
conversation to talk about. The latter terms refer to those that are determined by the
specific factors of the conversation. They are subject to negotiation and conditions both
on what kind of speech acts may be used and what the content of a permitted speech act
may consist of.

What is most important and relevant about the contract theory of Fraser and
Nolen’s to this research is its emphasis on the role of the relationship of the
interlocutors in communication. The choice of speech acts is constrained by this
relationship and the content of the chosen speech act is even more strictly influenced by
it. If the speech act employed suits the relationship between the interlocutors involved,
then this speech act would be considered to be appropriate. Otherwise, it would be
thought of as impolite.

For instance, it is perfectly acceptable for a lawyer to ask his client how much
money he or she has in the bank but it is not for a casual nei ghblour to do so (either in
English or in Chinese). Similarly, it would not be impolite for a superior to order a
subordinate to go on an errand, but usually the latter does not give orders to the former.

This 1s an issue related to power and distance. (See Chapters IV and V)

1.4 The Face-saving View

Brown & Levinson (1987: 60) set up a basic theoretical framework of politeness.
They posit that some acts intrinsically threaten face and call such face-threatening acts
FTAs for short. Then they classify face into two types:

1. Positive face: “the want of every member that his wants be desirable to at least

some others” (ibid.: 62); “ the positive self-image that he claims for himself” (ibid.: 70).
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This refers to a person’s desire that what s/he does or says should be liked or approved
of. For example, a person is wearing a hat bought recently which they are very proud of.
S/he expects to receive compliments from you since they regard you as a very good
friend. However, you do not do so. Thus your failure to give compliments may threaten

your friend’s positive face because his or her desire to be complimented has not been
satisfied.

2. Negative face: “the want of every ‘competent adult member’ that his actions be
unimpeded by others” (ibid.: 62); “basic want to maintain claims of territory and self-
determination (ibid.: 70). It refers to the desire not to be imposed on. For example,
borrowing a lot of money, or something very expensive, tends to threaten the negative

face of its owner. The desire of the addressee not to be imposed on has not been
considered.

Based on the notion of face, people are linguistically polite to one another out of
respect for the addressee’s face want and even more so when the speaker has to perform
FTAs, for example, when they request somebody to do something for them.

In accordance with the above differentiation of face wants, Brown & Levinson

(1987: 2, 70) put forward the following strategies of polite behaviour:

Positive politeness: oriented to the positive image that the hearer claims; the

speaker recognizes the hearer’s desire to have his/her positive face wants

respected.

Negative politeness: oriented to the hearer’s desire not to be imposed upon; the
speaker recognizes the hearer’s rights to autonomy.

Off-record politeness: indirect strategies that avoid making any explicit or
unequivocal imposition on the hearer.

These politeness strategies, according to Brown & Levinson (1987: 70), are
developed to deal with FTAs, which are “acts that by their nature run contrary to the

face wants of the addressee and/or of the speaker”. The following figure represents
Brown & Levinson’s classification of possible strategies and risks.

13 - i
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Circumstances determining choices of strategy

Estimation of risk

of face losses 1. without redressive action, baldly
Lesser on record / 2. positive politeness
/ \ with redressive action
Do the FI‘A\ 3. negative politeness
4. off record

5. Don’t do the FTA

Greater

(Brown & Levinson 1987: 60)

As the figure suggests, the risk of loss of face increases as one moves up on the
scale of strategies from 1 to 5. The greater the risk, the more polite the strategy is. The
more threatening an act is, the more polite and indirect is the strategy used to

accomplish it.

Brown & Levinson focus mainly on reducing threats to the hearer’s face. They also
argue that the degree of an FTA can be determined in terms of the following three social
factors:

1. Social distance (D) between the speaker and the hearer;

2. Power (P) between the speaker and the hearer;
3. Ranking (R) of the degree of imposition in the particular culture.

In their model, the weightiness of an FTA can be calculated in the formula:
Wx=D(S,H)+P (H, S) +Rx

where W stands for the seriousness of risk of face-loss of X, and computed by adding
three values on a scale from 1 to n. Wx is the numerical value that measures the
weightiness of the FTAx. D and P represent the social distance and power between S
and H, respectively, and R is the ranking/level of imposition in that culture. It 1s the
value of weightiness that will determine the degree to which the speaker will need to
consider redressive action when choosing a politeness strategy.

However, none of these variables can be regarded as a constant between
individuals. For example, the change of utterance context or the change of roles and
responsibilities‘ between participants, can influence the assessment of the three

variables. Cultural norms can also affect the interpretation of them. For instance, the
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degree of social distance should take the notion of familiarity or formality of different
cultures 1nto consideration (See 3.5.1).

Although they recognize the possibility of cultural differences, Brown & Levinson
are more interested in the study of universality. Quite a few recent studies, especially
those on politeness of non-Western societies, have begun to show the descrepancies 1n
their claims of universality. Additionally, some researchers such as O’Driscoll (1996,
cited in Watts 2003: 109) do not agree that certain acts are ‘intrinsically’ face-
threatening. Nevertheless, to others, Brown & Levinson’s approach remains as one of

the most significant and influential theories in explaining politeness phenomena. For a

more detailed discussion of Brown & Levinson’s notion of face with regard to Chinese
notion of face, see 2.3 and 7.3.

1.5 The Social-practice View

Since the early 1990s, there have been criticisms leveled against the traditional

views contained in Grice, Lakoff, Leech, Brown & Levinson’s theories. Kasper (1990),
Bourdieu (1990), Watts (1992), Werkhafer (1992), O’Driscoll (1996), de Kadt (1998),

Eelen (2001), Ide et al. (1992) and Gu (1990), etc. who have put forward various views
that are contrary to those of the traditional scholars mentioned before.

Watts (2003: 255) sums up the new trend in his book Politeness and develops “a
radically new way of looking at linguistic politeness”. He calls this new interpretation
“a theory of social practice” (ibid.: 261). In this theory, he distinguishes between first
order politeness (politenessl) and second order politeness (politeness2). Politenessl
should deal with “the ways in which (im)polite behaviour is evaluated and commented
on by lay members” (ibid.: 9). Politeness2 deals with “the ways in which social
scientists lift the term ‘(im)politeness’ out of the realm of everyday discourse and

elevate 1t to the status of a theoretical concept in what is frequently called Politeness
Theory” (1b1d.: 9). Additionally, he introduces the notion of “politic behaviour’ which is

equivalent to appropriate behaviour and which does not equal “polite behaviour’. Watts

thinks that polite behaviour refers to behaviour in excess of appropriate behaviour (See
2.6).

1.6 The Conception of Politeness in Chinese and Gu’s Politeness Principle
It must be pointed out that research into politeness in Chinese from the viewpoint

of pragmatics is relatively new, comparatively speaking, though politeness phenomena

with many rules have existed since ancient times in China (See 1.1). As previously

mentioned, there are only a few scholars who have studied Chinese politeness
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phenomena in terms of pragmatics. Some of these researchers will be discussed in 1.8

below, where I will review a few previous studies of requests and refusals. Here in this

section, I will concentrate on Gu’s studies of Chinese politeness.

Gu (1990: 237-257) discusses the modern conception of politeness in Chinese and
its historical origins, and compares Western notions of face and politeness with their
counterparts in Chinese. Gu maintains that there are four essential notions underlying
the Chinese conception of politeness: respectfulness, modesty, attitudinal warmth, and
refinement. Politeness, according to Gu, is characterized by the tendency to denigrate
self whilst respecting others.

Based on Leech’s (1983) Politeness Principle, Gu (1990: 245) develops a
Politeness Principle of Chinese culture. Gu’s PP is defined as “a sanctioned belief that
an individual’s social behaviour ought to live up to the expectations of respectfulness,
modesty, attitudinal warmth, and refinement”, which contains four maxims: Self-
denigration Maxim, Address Maxim, Tact Maxim and Generosity Maxim.

The self-denigration maxim (which Leech’s maxims do not include) includes 2
submaxims: denigrate self and elevate other. An example from Gu (ibid.: 246) will

illustrate this clearly (M represents a Mainland Chinese and S, a Singaporean Chinese).

M: Nin guixing? BRE? Your precious surname?

S: Xidodi xing Li. INER I, Little brother’s surname is Li.

S: Nin zinxing? GEYE? Your respectable surname?

M: Jianxing Zhang MR . My worthless surname i1s Zhang.

Obviously, when M refers to S, M uses nin (the respectable form of ‘you’), gui
(precious), in contrast, when referring to him/herself, M adopts jian (worthless). In the
same way, S calls him/herself xidodi (little brother) but addresses M as nin and zin
(respectable).

The address maxim used by Gu (1990: 249) — which is not used in Leech’s maxims
either — deals with a large scope of address terms in Chinese such as governmental
titles, proper names, kinship terms, address politeness markers, and solidarity boosters

such as tongzhi (comrade). Gu finds three differences between Chinese and English

address systems.

1) The composition is different. The Chinese surname is placed before the given
name. It is not a non-kin public address term. In English, it is the other way round.
2) Some Chinese kinship terms have extended and generalized usage. For example,

yeye (grandfather), ndinai (grandmother), shiishu (uncle), etc can be used to address
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people who have no familial relation. Quite often Chinese children use these words for

strangers. There is not an equivalent in English.
3) Most Chinese occupational titles can be used as address terms, e.g. Teacher Liu.
As for the tact and generosity maxims, Gu (1990: 245) claims that he has improved

Leech’s two maxims by ignoring the distinction of the respectively ‘other-centred’
(referring to Leech’s Tact Maxim including both other’s: a. minimize cost to other; b.
maximize benefit to other) and ‘self-centred’ (referring to both self’'s in Leech’s
Generosity Maxim: a. minimize benefit to self; b. maximize cost to self). In so doing,

Gu again claims that his own maxims “save Leech’s Tact and Generosity Maxims from

some embarrassment” and make them “internally more coherent”:

The Tact Maxim (in impositives)
(1) At the motivational level

(a) Minimize cost to other (including content- and manner-regulating
senses) |

(i1) At the conversational level
(a) Maximize benefit received

The Generosity Maxim (in commuissives)
(1) At the motivational level

(a) Maximize benefit to other (including content- and manner-regulating
senses)

(i1) At the conversational level
(a) Minimize cost to self

(Gu 1990: 245)

Gu developed the tact and generosity maxims, starting from the following
example:

A: 1 can drop you in town if you like.

B: It’s very kind of you, but it will cause you some inconvenience, won’t it?

A: No, not at all. I'm going in that direction.

B: Thank you very much.

Gu (1990: 244) argues here that “clearly A 1s minimizing cost to himself” when A

replies, “No, not at all ...”, which goes against the Generosity Maxim that requires A to

maximize cost to himself. However, Gu claims that this minimization (or maximization)

operates at the conversational level. It does not alter the nature of the cost at the
motivational level.

Also, Gu (1990: 252) makes use of a combination of his tact and generosity

maxims to explain politeness in invitations in Chinese. He regards the two maxims as
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complementary. “S’s impositives will be H’s commissives, and S’s commissives H’s

impositives.” Accordingly, he arrives at a formula for Chinese invitations as follows;

(1) A: inviting
B: declining (giving reasons for doing so)
(1) A: inviting again (refusing his/her reasons, minimizing linguistically cost to
self, etc.)
B: declining again (defending his/her reasons, etc.)
(111) A: insisting on B’s presence (refuting, persuading, minimizing linguistically
~ cost to self)

B: accepting (conditionally or unconditionally)

Gu (1990: 241-242) claims that Brown & Levinson’s model is not suitable for

explaining politeness phenomena in Chinese. He emphasizes the normative nature of
politeness in Chinese culture, noting that Brown & Levinson’s failure to go beyond the
instrumental function and to recognize the normative function of politeness in
Interaction is probably due to the construction of their theory round the notion of two
rational and face-caring model persons. This, Gu argues, may well work in
individualistic societies like those in the West, but not in a non-Western society like
China, where the group is stressed above the individual. He bases this observation on
the fact that such speech acts as inviting, offering, and promising in Chinese are not
generally regarded as threatening to the hearer’s negative face. For example, to insist on
Inviting someone to dinner is considered to be polite in Chinese even if the invitee
declines the invitation. Such an act might, according to Brown & Levinson, pose a
threat to the invitee’s negative face in an English-speaking context, while it is not
regarded as such in a Chinese context (ibid.: 241-242).

Gu further notes that the notion of face in Brown & Levinson’s theory is different
from the Chinese notion of face (lidn and mianzi). The distinction between lidn and

mianzi lies in the fact that the positive social value in the former is lower than the latter

(Gu 1990: 13).. Mao (1994: 459) also criticizes Brown & Levinson for their conception
of face concept and points out that English face is different from Chinese l/ign and
mianzi (For analysis of the notion of face, see 7.1).

We have seen that Gu has developed a unique theoretical system, which is
generally applicable to Chinese politeness phenomena only, whereas Leech’s
framework is comparatively more universally suitable. Chen (1993: 49), for example,

finds that Gu’s (1990) model is very helpful in explaining his Chinese data, but
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inadequate when explaining his American English strategies. Conversely, he discovers

that Leech’s (1983) Politeness Principle can be used to analyze both sets of data in his
study (1bid.: 64).

1.7 The Social Norm and Conversational Maxim Views on Normative Politeness
According to Fraser (1990: 220), the social-norm view of politeness reflects the
historical understanding of politeness and each society has a particular set of norms
consisting of rules that prescribe certain behaviour in a context (See 1.1). Manuals of
etiquette in Chinese and English contain such norms and rules. Fraser (ibid.: 221) thinks
that there are few adherents of the social-norm approach among current researchers. If
this 1s true of English research, it is certainly not of Chinese. Gu (1990: 237) has been a

representative of the social-norm researchers of Chinese politeness and “most are not as
openly accommodating as Gu to the normative aspect of politeness” (Eelen 2001: 122).

In describing the Chinese /imao (politeness), Gu stresses that it is basically morally
prescriptive 1n nature, and that the rules or maxims which it subsumes are moral,
socially sanctionable precepts (Eelen 2001: 10).

Gu (1990: 245) admits that the PP from the social-norm approach is a sanctioned
belief that an individual ought to behave according to the expectations of respectfulness,

modesty, attitudinal warmth and refinement. The conversational-maxim perspective

relies principally on the work of Grice’s CP, developed later into PP by Leech (For
details, see 1.2 and Fraser 1990: 222). Eelen (2001: 122) comments:

Leech’s PP conceptualization of politeness as maxims can be easily
reinterpreted in moral terms. Leech himself, however, opposes such an
interpretation. Just like Grice’s CP, Leech’s PP is claimed to be a “principle
of language use” or a “conversational principle”.

In order not to be misinterpreted, Leech (2005: 12) has given his six maxims a
covering name — the Grand Strategy of Politeness or GSP for short. He “avoids using

the term ‘maxim’ because it is so easily misconstrued” (ibid.: 12).

What then is the difference between the social norm view and the conversational

principle view? Essentially, principles are value-based, but norms are just conventions
(1.e. they are descriptive). If you label something as a principle, then you are saying that
is how people behave. Eelen (2001: 123) says that norms are prescriptive and principles
are descriptive. However, he adds that the scientific maxims merely describe values
operative in society, and a description of a prescription is not itself a prescription.
However, Lakoff (1977: 86) claims that “We are not setting up prescriptive rules

for the way people are supposed to behave. We are describing what we see.” Eelen’s
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(1bid.: 178) comment on this is: “Unfortunately, this claim is — again — not as innocent
as 1t looks.” He points out that in social and ethical matters, the dividing line between

description and prescription is not only blurred, but disappears altogether. Eelen (ibid.:

179) argues that,

If someone says ‘saying “thank you” to the shop assistant who helps
you is polite’, he or she is not only describing his or her norms of politeness,
he or she is also taking an ethical stance, outlining norms against which
people are judged. He or she is in effect saying: here is what I prescribe as
‘proper behaviour’.

He concludes that the problem of moral involvement in descriptions of politeness
simply cannot be avoided (ibid.: 183). However, Cameron (1995: 11) thinks that
prescriptivism can be avoided by not trying to arbitrate between different prescriptive

positions but to “pose searching questions about who prescribes for whom, what they
prescribe, how, and for what purposes”.

Based on both Eelen and Cameron, it seems that whatever differences there may
be, between the social norm view represented by Gu and the conversational maxim
view represented by Grice and Leech, we are free, as researchers, to decide which of the
two to use for analysis (especially certain Chinese politeness phenomena such as
invitation/acceptance exchanges) so long as we try not to be judges of right or wrong
and therefore avoid prescriptivism by asking searching questions such as Cameron
suggests above. In analyzing the Chinese invitations / offers / compliments, etc., we can
use, for example, Gu’s attitudinal warmth, as Chen did (1996: 143), or Leech’s battles
for politeness (2005: 12), or Spencer-Oatey’s Chinese conventions of conformity and
tradition (2005: 110), or the approach of lirang/gianrang/cirang which I have proposed
for data analysis in this thesis (See 2.7 and 7.3).

1.8 A Brief Account of Previous Studies about Chinese and English Requests and
Refusals

Many researchers have been interested in the study of requests (Brown & Levinson
1978, 1987, Blum-Kulka et al. 1989, Lee-Wong 2000, Zhang et al. 1995, Yeung 1997,
Pan 2000, to mention a few) and refusals (Beebe et al. 1990, Chen et al. 1995, Du 1995,
Chen 1996 and Locher 2004). Both of these speech acts are classified as directives
which are regarded as face-threatening (Brown & Levinson 1987: 65) and therefore

interlocutors try to find ways/strategies to redress them while pursuing the requestive or
refusal goals (Zhang 1995: 25).
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CCSARP (the Cross-Cultural Speech Act Realization Project) is a research project
which “was set up to investigate cross-cultural and intralingual variation in two speech
acts: requests and apologies” (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989: 11). The main aim of the project
was to establish patterns of request and apology realizations under different social
constraints across a number of languages and cultures, including native and non-native
varieties. The languages it investigated were Amenican English, Australian English,
British English, Canadian French, Danish, German, Hebrew and Argentinian Spanish.

(This last language was added to the project later on.)'? All subjects were university

students. The method of data collection was to use DCTs. The coding categories for

request strategies were:

(1) Mood derivable

(2) Explicit performative
(3) Hedged performative
(4) Locution derivable
(5) Want statement

(6) Suggestory formula
(7) Preparatory

(8) Strong hint

(9) Weak hint

(Blum-Kulka et al. 1989: 18)

There were two important findings in the project. (1) the modes of realizing

pragmalinguistic conventions were different between languages. (2) the fundamental
uses of conventional indirectness seemed to be universal (Blum-Kulka et al. 1989: 46).
Specifically, conventional indirectness was the most frequently used main strategy type.
In spite of the latter discovery by CCSARP, it is not clear “whether these forms have
more in common than just membership in the same category of indirectness” (Blum-

Kulka 1989: 47). This means that the researchers are not sure whether these speech acts

have been placed in the same group because they are all conventionally indirect in form
or share other similarities.

Lee-Wong (2000) studied politeness in requests in Chinese with data collected
from subjects in Melbourne, Singapore and the People’s Republic of China. There were

several specific objectives in Lee-Wong’s investigation, three of which were:

"> The subjects of native speakers of the first seven languages above consisted of 227,94, 100, 131,
163, 200 and 173 respectively. (There were non-native subjects too.)
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1. To identify the social and contextual variables that influence the choice of
language strategies.

2. To obtain data that lends themselves to a description and explanation of
linguistic realizations of requests in Pitonghua.

3. To obtain comparable data to those conducted by the Cross-Cultural
Speech Act Realization Patterns Project group in order to draw some
conclusions on a cross-cultural basis.

(Lee-Wong 2000: 38)

The methods she used were to collect data from DCTs and Interview/Role-play.
Lee-Wong (ibid.: 76-77) adapted the above CCSARP coding categories for request
strategies in her study. The adapted version covers a wider scope to include those

Chinese possibilities that cannot be found in the original version of CCSARP. For
example, in the original version, under mood derivable in the first level, there is only
one item ‘imperatives’ but in Lee-Wong’s adapted version under the corresponding

category, there are three items, two of which cannot be found in the original, in
particular the bd construction (‘48’F4514). This is a sentence structure in which the
word bd in Chinese shifts the object to the position before the verb. For example, ‘b
your car lend me’. Another example is the bold presumption in Chinese IXKFFREIFE (1
ride your bike). This cannot be found in CCSARP either, and is classified by Lee-Wong

as an impositive strategy. The following is Lee-Wong’s adapted classification of
strategies of requests (2000: 76-77):

I. M1 (Main strategy type 1) — Impositive includes:

Mood Derivable: IMP
1. bd construction, e.g. Bd ché jiegéi wo (Lend me your car).
2. Action verbs, e.g. lend, give, get, change, etc.

3. Reduplicated verbs, e.g. shishi (try try), changyichang (taste a taste)

Direct Questions
1. Interrogatives (wh-question), e.g. Xianzai jididnle? (What’s the time now?)
2. Particle question, i.e. question ended with an interrogative particle, e.g. Piao ne?
(Ticket?)
3. Do you know ...?
4. Have you got ...?
Want / Need Statement
1. Bold want, e.g. yao / ddsuan (want/plan)
2. Mild want, e.g. xidng / xiwang (think/was wondering/hope)

Presumptive Statement
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1. Bold presumption, e.g. Wa qi nide che. (I ride your bike.)

2. Hedged presumption, e.g. bd particle. W chouyan ni bu fandui ba. ([1 presume],
you wouldn’t object to my smoking?)

I1. M2 (Main strategy type 2) — Conventionally indirect includes:

Query-Preparatory
1. Reference to H’s ability, e.g. néngma / néngbunéng (can/can or can not)
2. Reference to H’s willingness, e.g. kéyi ma / kéyi bu kéyi (will you/would you?)
3. Non-obviousness of compliance, e.g. shibushi néng (be or not be able to)

Suggestory Formula, e.g.

Jinwdn womén yigi qu kan dianying, hGoma? (Shall we go to the movie tonight?)

[1I. M3 (Main strategy type 3) — Unconventionally indirect (Hints)

1. Strong Hints: raising topic, being informative — state the problem but make no
reference to a loan. e.g. Wd érzi yao qu ..., danshi qian hai quéshdo yidian. (My
son is going to ..., but we haven’t got enough money for him yet.)

2. Weak Hints: not mentioning the problem but vaguely referring to the subject
related to it. e.g. Aozhdou de daxué yijing ldixin jiéshou womén de hdizi le. (An
Australian university has informed us that they have admitted our child as a

student.) (hinting at borrowing some money)

IV. M4 (Main strategy type 4) — Mixed Strategies
Any combination of M1 and M2.

Lee-Wong (2000: 96, 314) finds in her investigation that native speakers of

Chinese prefer a direct style when using requests and impositives in direct bald on-
record requests. Also, she finds an extremely high percentage of usage in Chinese, when
compared with all of the other language groups in CCSARP, including English, which
favours the use of conventional indirectness. She goes on to say that speech acts need to
be read 1n cultural contexts. In Chinese culture, clarity, explicitness and upfront
sincerity are valued and therefore a direct request has to be interpreted as polite but not
rude. Similarly, in English culture, conventionally indirect requests have to be
interpreted as polite, too. They are not to be regarded as *“sheer verbosity” or “distance-

building” (ibid.: 317). Lee-Wong concludes that politeness should not be equated with
indirectness, but rather with appropriateness (ibid.: 316).
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Zhang (1995: 23) mainly studies strategies in Chinese requesting. The method of
collecting data is by questionnaire, following the CCSARP coding manual. The subjects
were thirty Chinese students studying at US universities. Zhang worked out a catalog of
Chinese requestive strategies and found that speakers of English did not use imperatives
and want statements as much but Chinese learners of English would often transfer the
Chinese structure by using Imperative/Want Statement plus ‘OK/all night’ (ibid.: 66).
Besides, Zhang (1995: 26) finds that

Requests are not always viewed as positing risk to H’s face. When the
requested activity provides for H an occasion for displaying socially valued
abilities or attributes, its function is face-enhancing rather than face-
threatening (Fraser 1990). The same could be said about Chinese culture,

where requests are often regarded as signs of a good relationship and even
respect.

In another article, Zhang (1995: 69) studies indirectness in Chinese requesting, the
purpose of which is to benefit teaching and learning of Chinese as a second or foreign
language. The article presents an account of indirect behaviour of Chinese in requestive
situations and then analyzes the realization, use and cultural motivations behind it. The
method of investigation was by role-play. The subjects were two female native speakers
of Chinese, both of whom were graduate students at a US university. In role-play one,
one student asked the other to help an upcoming exam; in role-play two, one student
asked the other to save a seat for her at a seminar.

Zhang (1995: 99) finds that Chinese encode the information of directness not so

much in the grammatical features of the language as in the sequencing of information 1n

on-going discourse, and that the sequence of indirect requests in Chinese appears to be

structured in the following pattern:

» Supportive moves (expressing worries and problems, seeking advice, offering
sympathy, stating wishes, self-criticism)
* Request
* Supportive moves (self-criticism, promising, thanking)
(ibid.: 97)

Zhang also finds that the elaborate use of supportive moves 1s determined by the

nature of the request act, the relation between the interlocuters and the obvious goal

conflict.
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Yeung (1997: 505) analyzes polite requests in English and Chinese business
correspondence in Hong Kong, with Brown & Levinson’s three factors of imposition,
power, distance and finds that only “imposition has a statistically significant impact on
the choice of strategies in English and when all the factors are combined, there 1s also
an effect. However, none of the factors show any statistically significant effect in the
Chinese corpus”.

Pan (2000: 21) investigates Chinese politeness among people in Guangdong
Province, south China, who speak either Cantonese Chinese or are bilingual with
Mandarin Chinese, piitonghua. She descnibes Chinese politeness behaviour across three

social settings: business encounters, official meetings and family gatherings. She finds

that some features are present in all three settings:

* Directives are mostly issued in a direct way, using a flat statement or imperative.

Formulaic polite expressions or politeness hedges are not often used.

* There are very limited verbal expressions in responses to directives (either orders
or requests).

* The management of conflict talk is similar in the official and the family setting
in that the one highest in the hierarchy has the final say. Conversation topics are

largely controlled by the person highest in rank in the official setting and by

male speakers in intergender conversation in the family setting.

Pan’s data analyses show “that Chinese seem to have a very flexible way of being

polite. Chinese will act according to the situation they are in, and use different
politeness strategies depending on the social relationship” (ibid.: 144). She stresses the
importance of the situation that determines what strategies the interactants should use in
communication.

Spencer-Oatey (2005: 95) studies (im)politeness in terms of rapport. She argues
that despite ditferences between linguists in debating the nature of politeness, “everyone
seems to agree that it is associated in some way with harmonious/conflictual

interpersonal relations”, which Spencer-Oatey (2000, 2002) labels rapport management.

Spencer-Oatey (2005: 107) has put forward four different types of goals of

investigation of rapport orientations towards each other: rapport-enhancement, rapport
maintenance, rapport-neglect or rapport challenge. She studies the bases of three key

elements of rapport ~ interactional wants, behavioural expectations and face sensitivities
and unpacks the basis of the latter two.
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Spencer-Oatey (2005: 107) identifies two different types of interactional goals: (1)
transactional and aiming to achieve a concrete task; (2) relational and aiming to manage
relationships effectively. The two goals are often interconnected. She states that when
the transactional goal is regarded as urgent and important, “then people may make
allowances for any behaviour that would typically be judged inappropriate in different
circumstances” and that the relational goal is strategic. Distinguishing between the
different goals is important in analyzing speech acts because it helps to judge whether
particular utterances are appropriate or not.

Spencer-Oatey (2005: 110) explains Chinese invitation/offer exchanges from the
viewpoint of conventions of conformity and tradition. She argues the fact that there are
both people who adhere to the tradition and those who do not. In this way, she explains
the Chinese politeness phenomenon very effectively (See 2.2 and 7.3).

With regard to refusals, Beebe et al. (1990: 56) studied pragmatic transter

regarding the speech act, using Japanese students of English and compare them with
native speakers of English and Japanese. What they report is part of a more ambitious
study about native and non-native refusal acts (ibid.: 56). The method of investigation
used was DCTs and they found evidence of negative transfer in refusals by Japanese
students of English in three aspects: the order, the frequency and the content of semantic
formulas.

The larger project compéred the speech behaviour of native speakers of Japanese,
Hebrew, and English with that of Japanese and Hebrew ESL students (ibid.: 68). This
was a study of spoken refusals in natural situations and elicited spoken refusals.

They found important similarities and differences between written and spoken
refusals to the same request. For example, written and telephone questionnaire refusals
were similar in terms of what speakers perceived as essential formulas, but significantly
different in that spoken telephone refusals were much longer and more elaborate.
Spoken refusals involved more negotiation than written role-played ones (ibid.: 68).

Importantly, Beebe et al. (1990: 72-73) provided a detailed method of classification of

refusals as follows:

I. Direct
A. Performative, e.g. I refuse.
B. Nonperformative statement
1. ‘No.’
2. Negative willingness/ability, e.g. I can’t. / I won’t. / I don’t think so.
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I1. Indirect

A. Statement of regret, e.g. I'm sorry ... / I feel terrible ...
B. Wish, e.g. I wish I could help you ...

C. Excuse, reason, explanation, e.g. My children will be home that night. / I have a
headache.

D. Statement of alternative
1. I cando X instead of Y, e.g. I'd rather ... / I’d prefer ...
2. Why don’t you do X instead of Y, e.g. Why don’t you ask someone else?

E. Set condition for future or past acceptance, e.g. If you had asked me earlier, I
would have ...

F. Promise of future acceptance, e.g. I'll do it next time. / I promise I'll ... / Next
time I'll ... (using ‘will’ of promise or ‘promise’)

G. Statement of principle, e.g. I never do business with friends.

H. Statement of philosophy, €.g. One can’t be too careful.

I. Attempt to dissuade interlocutor

1. Threat or statement of negative consequences to the requester, e.g. ‘I won’t

be any fun tonight.” to refuse an invitation.

2. Guilt trip, e.g. waitress to customers who want to sit a while; ‘I can’t make a
living off people who just order coffee.’

3. Cnticize the request/requester, etc. (statement of negative feeling or
opinion); insult/attack, e.g. Who do you think you are? / That’s a terrible idea!

4. Request for help, empathy, and assistance by dropping or holding the
request.

5. Let interlocutor off the book, e.g. Don’t worry about it. / That’s okay. / You
don’t have to.

6. Self-defence, e.g. I'm trying my best. / I’'m doing all I can do. / I do nothing
wrong.

J. Acceptance that functions as a refusal

1. Unspecific or indefinite reply

2. Lack of enthusiasm
K. Avoidance

1. Nonverbal
a. Silence
b. Hesitation
c. Do nothing
d. Physical departure

ar =] -+ . -
il e it A g vln Bty = gt o A ki 0 g i Ol S T Ly

ali i1 A

ot e e e wh PR X ol s e R S



29
2. Verbal

a. Topic switch

b. Joke

c. Repetition of part of request, etc., e.g. Monday?

d. Postponement, e.g. I’ll think about it.

e. Hedging, e.g. Gee, I don’t know. I’'m not sure.
Adjuncts to refusals

1. Statement of positive opinion/feeling or agreement, e.g. That’s a good 1dea ... /

I’d love to ...

2. Statement of empathy (e.g. I realize you are in a difficult situation.)
3. Pause fillers (e.g. uhh / well / oh /uhm)
4. Gratitude / appreciation

Chen et al. (1990, cited in Kasper (ed.) 1995: 121) studied refusals in Chinese and
gave the definition of the speech act as: “The Speech Act of Refusing is a responding
act in which the speaker denies to engage in an action proposed by the interlocutor™.

They divide refusal acts into two kinds: substantive and ritual.

The speaker says “no” (albeit politely) and means “no”. This type of
negative response will he referred to as “substantive refusal”. However, in
Chinese interaction, speakers may say “no” to initiations such as offers and

invitations when in fact they are willing to accept. This type of denial will
- be called “ritual refusal” (ibid.: 122).

When they analyzed the data for substantive refusal, Chen et al. (1995: 123)
adopted Beebe et al.’s model of classification. They found that Chinese favour ‘reason’
the most, especially in ritual refusals, the invitee tending to refuse by focusing on the
trouble and cost the inviter will have to bear (ibid.: 160).

They also report similarities between substantive and ritual refusals: if an invitee
wishes to decline an invitation, it is imperative for the invitee to give reasons, excuses,
etc., in order to mitigate threat to both parties’ mianzi. However, the perspectives in
which these reasons are supplied are different in ritual and substantive refusal. In ritual
refusal, the invitee constantly gives reasons derived from consideration of costs to the
inviter, as 1s mentioned above. She declines the invitation, as she would say, for fear of
causing trouble to the inviter (ibid.: 152).

Du (1995: 165) examines the realization in Chinese of three face-threatening acts
including ‘disagreeing’ in Chinese, with the aim of providing hints for students of

Chinese to acquire pragmatic abilities in it as a foreign language. The theoretical
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framework used is Brown & Levinson’s face-threatening model and data collection 1s

done by questionnaire.

Disagreeing or contradiction expresses a negative evaluation by S of
some aspect of H’s positive face. By disagreeing, S indicates that she thinks

H is wrong, misguided, or unreasonable about some issue, such wrongness
being associated with disapproval.

(Du 1995: 169)

The main finding of Du’s study is that FTAs in Chinese tend to be performed in a
cooperative rather than confrontational manner though the choice of strategy varies in

accordance with the referential goal and interlocutor relationship.

Locher (2004: 1) studies power and politeness in disagreement in face-to-face
interactions. She analyzes linguistic data from naturally occurring disagreements. Her
general aims in the research are to reveal the ways that disagreement is realized and its
connection to power and politeness, also to contribute to insights into the exercise of
power by investigating data obtained from different speech situations, etc. (ibid.: 7).
These situations include: a family dinner, a business meeting, a political radio interview
and extracts from a presidential debate and a US Supreme Court hearing (ibid.: 151).
The dinner argument in a setting among family and friends is the least formal of all,

involving a verbal argument over the quality of private universities between family
members and friends.

In the argument at a family dinner, Locher (ibid.: 146) finds both non-mitigating
and mitigating disagreement. In the former cases, she finds that standing up for one’s
point of view becomes more important than protecting the addressee’s face (ibid.: 146).
She calls such argument a sociable argument, where “no serious face-threatening acts

were committed” (ibid.: 168). With the mitigating disagreements, she observes several

ways 1n which the participants soften their disagreeing acts. For example, she finds

that using hedges is the most frequent strategy followed by giving personal reasons for
disagreement.

As regards the exercise of power in the argument at dinner, Locher (2004: 209)

finds that freedom of action is needed to exercise power, the restriction of an
interactant’s action-environment often leads to the exercise of power and the exercise of
power involves a latent conflict and clash of interests, which can be obscured.

Chen (1996: 143) investigates “the structure of food-plying as a speech event at the
end of formal dinners” by using data from actual conversations in the city of Xi’an,
Shaanxi Province, China. He adopts Gu’s ‘attitudinal warmth’ to explain the repeated

action of the host offering food to the guest and the guest refusing it till finally
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accepting 1t and concludes thaf “the speech event of food-plying is a ritualized event in
which the host and the guest cooperate with one another to construct their self-image”
(ibid.: 151). Therefore, he argues that his food-plying example “provides evidence
against Brown & Levinson’s concept of imposition”. Since imposition is an important
assumption in Brown & Levinson’s theory, the findings of his study may cause doubts
+about the universal applicability of their theory (ibid.: 153) (See 7.3).

1.9 A Brief Discussion of Speech Act Theory and the Interconnection between Face
and the Speech Acts of Requests and Refusals

As Searle et al. (1980: vii) point out “The theory of speech acts starts with the
assumption that the minimal unit of human communication is not a sentence or other
expression, but rather the performance of certain kinds of acts.”

The core of this theory lies in the concepts of illocutionary acts, illocutionary force,
propositional content, and direct and indirect speech acts. According to Austin, (cited 1n
Searle et al. 1980: 59), illocutionary acts include making statements, asking questions,
giving orders, describing, explaining, apologizing, thanking, congratulating, etc.

[llocutionary acts are contrasted with propositional acts.

(1) Please leave the room.

(2) You will leave the room.

(3) Will you leave the room?

All three utterances contain the same proposition ‘leave the room’ but they are
performing three different illocutionary acts. Utterance (1) is a request; (2) a prediction
and (3) a question. These illocutionary acts are different from each other not just for
their different functions but also for differences in their illocutionary force. The
illocutionary force in (1) 1s the strongest and in (3) the weakest, with (2) probably 1n
between the two. In this connection, the notion of directness is also related to the force
of illocution. All the above notions are related to the phenomena of politeness in speech.

This shows that different forms of locutions can be used to express the same

speaker’s meaning: S wants H to do something through different verbal means,

depending on situations.

The same utterance can be used to convey different meanings in different
situations. Take the much quoted example of salt-passing from Searle (1975: 73). Out of
the proper context, the question form ‘Can you pass the salt?’ hardly means anything.

Or a potential hearer may struggle to understand the meaning of the utterance. However,
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“At the dinner table, X says to Y, ‘Can you pass the salt?’ By way of asking Y to pass
the salt” (ibid.: 73), it is a request. In a different situation, where an adult wants to know
whether a young child can reach far enough across the table to pass the salt, the same

interrogative would become a question for the listeners to answer.

What has been said above shows that speech acts are multifunctional. The same

speech act may play different functions in different situations. This is one type of

multifunctionality of speech acts.

However, there is another type: one utterance could be performing more than one
function in a particular discourse. Thomas (1995: 195) calls this phenomenon

ambivalence and says that “Ambivalence, then, occurs when the speaker does not make

clear precisely which of a range of related illocutionary values is intended.” She gives

the following examples to illustrate this point (ibid.: 193):

1: A: Next door’s dog’s in our garden.

B: I must have left the gate open.

2: Restaurant customer to watter: We ordered some beer.

According to Thomas, what B says in Example 1 above could mean a statement of

fact, a reluctant admission, or an apology. The customer’s utterance in Example 2 could
be anything on the continuum of meaning from reminder to complaint.

There are similar cases of such multifunctional meaning in my research. For
example, in the group discussion about where to go for a visit, one member says ‘I like
to go to Strasbourg’ and another remember follows immediately with “I prefer Basel”.
The second speaker’s utterance could be regarded as a suggestion to the group ‘I

suggest we go to Basel’ or a refusal to the first speaker, meaning ‘I don’t want to go to
Strasbourg; I like to go to Basel’.

Generally, the hearer has no difficulty in understanding the pragmatic meaning of

such multifunctionality of speech acts because “the illocutionary goal is perfectly clear”

and the hearer knows how to interpret the force and also how to react” (Thomas, 1995: .

196).

However, 1t 1s exactly this multifunctionality of speech acts that sometimes brings
about difficulties to us in classifying them. For instance, in the case of group discussion

above, one tends to waver between a refusal and a suggestion. Then the researcher
chooses to classify it as neither (See 3.4.2 and 3.4.4).

Now I will discuss the interconnection between face and requests and refusals.

According to Spencer-Oatey (2000: 12), face “is concerned with people’s sense of
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worth, dignity and identity, and is associated with issues such as respect, honour, status,
reputation and competence.” She believes “face to be a universal phenomenon:
everyone has the same fundamental face concerns”. Additionally, she asserts that the
term ‘face’ focuses on concemns for self, however, ‘rapport management’, a term of
Spencer-Oatey’s, “suggests more of a balance between self and other” (ibid.: 12).

Brown & Levinson (1987: 65) claim that speech acts such as requests and refusals
belong to directives which are intrinsic face-threatening acts. Since they regard them as
threatening face, they have worked out strategies for speakers to redress or soften the
speech acts to avoid their face-threatening effect. However, more and more researchers
have discovered that these speech acts are not necessarily face-threatening 1n certain

situations. Spencer-Oatey (2000: 13) points out:

Brown & Levinson’s (1987) conceptualization of positive face has been

underspecified, and that the concerns they identify as negative face issues are
not necessarily face-concerns at all.

Moreover, Du (1995: 165) argues that “FTAs in Chinese tend to be performed in a
cooperative rather than confrontational manner”, Zhang (1995: 23) also points out:
“requests are not always viewed as positing risk to H’s face” (See 1.8 and 7.3). Gu
(1990: 253) even finds that in Chinese, “it is intrinsically polite’ to issue an invitation to
dinner or refuse it.

My own investigation also indicates that the speech acts of requests and refusals
are not necessarily face-threatening in specific situations. On the contrary, participants
depend on these speech acts to accomplish their work of collaboration. Just as Thomas
(1995: 196) points out, “almost all speech acts are collaborative, at least to a degree”. In
my investigation, they play a role of promoting work together for a common purpose. In
the DCTs, though borrowing money (request) may be face-threatening, the Chinese fake
refusals of invitation to dinner are definitely not.

From what is said above, we find that the interconnection between face and these
speech acts is complicated. It is not as simple as Brown & Levinson have claimed.
Requests and refusals sometimes threaten the face and sometimes they do not.

Sometimes, they support and even produce a polite effect on face. Here context is the

decisive factor. Put simply, it depends on the situation in which they are used.

1.10 Summary

The aim of Chapter I is to review the relevant previous research on linguistic

politeness in English and Chinese. In English, the history of politeness study can be
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divided into two stages, the first of which lasts up to the 1990s and the second is since
about the 1990s. Fraser (1990: 220) has summed up the Western studies of politeness as

consisting of four different views. They are:

1. The social-norm view, (there are few adherents of this view among current

researchers, according to Fraser.)

2. The conversational-maxim view, (including studies by Grice, Lakoff, Leech,

etc.)

3. The conversational-contract view, (including Fraser and Nolen’s research)

4. The face-saving view which consists of Brown & Levinson’s theory of FTAs.

The stage of new development in this field of research since the 1990s has been
summarized by Watts (2003). In this stage, some traditional views have been
challenged, especially Brown & Levinson’s face theory. A few new concepts have been
put forward. Here first order and second order politeness are identified and
distinguished. ‘Polite’ is no longer appropriate but beyond politeness. Instead, ‘politic’
refers to appropnate politeness.

In Chinese, politeness as a social phenomenon appeared thousands of years ago.
Confucius (551BC-479BC) summarized the principles and rules of good conduct and
politeness (See 1.1). His ideas and advice about politeness formed the basis of
politeness in society from ancient to modern China. It was not until the founding of the
People’s Republic of China in 1949 and the Cultural Revolution (1966-1976) that the
basis of Chinese politeness was radically changed. Since the end of the Cultural
Revolution, traditional politeness forms have been gradually restored (ibid.: 8).

Despite its long history with all its rules, politeness in Chinese as a scientific study
is quite young. From the beginning of the 1990s, scholars began to develop studies in
this field such as Gu (1990), Mao (1994), Chen et al. (1995), Du (1995) and Zhang
(1995). Gu has become one of the most important researchers of Chinese politeness. On
the basis of Leech’s (1983) Politeness Principle (PP), Gu (1990: 245) has developed a

PP of Chinese culture (1.6). Since then more researchers have investigated this subject

such as Lee Wong (2000), Pan (2000), Chen (2001), Leech (2005), and Spencer-Oatey
(2005) (See 1.2 and 1.8, respectively).

In this chapter, the social norm and conversational maxim views on normative
politeness (See 1.7), speech act theory and the interconnection between face and the
speech acts of requests and refusals