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Part One Cross—culture Studies
« 36

In this part, Chinese English and American English will be contrasted
and compared as two varieties of English to illustrate the arguement that
nativized varieties of English must reflect native pragmatic norms and cul-
tural conventions.Some pragmatic norms and cultural conventions from
each variety of English will be described and discussed, which would re-
sult in misconception, prejudice or hostile feelings among the interlocutors
if these pramatic norms and cultural conventions are not fully understood.
Compliments and apologies are used here as two examples to illustrate the
differences of pragmatic norms and cultural conventions in American Eng-
lish and Chinese English.In view of the problems mentioned above impli-
cations for cross cultural communication and language teaching will be
presented.

The requirements for English teachers have been increased now.They
are supposed not only to be bicultural themselves but also to help the stu-
dents to understand the cultural differences.English teachers are expected
to design programmes and use pedagogical theories concerning cultural
differences.|t is necessary to increase students’cross—cultural awareness
so that fewer problems would arise in their interaction with people from an-
other culture.




Apologizing

Abstract: Nativized varieties of English must reflect native pragmatic
norms and cultural conventions. Apology. as a polite social behavior. was an-
alyzed from the perspective of Chinese English speaker and American English
speaker to emphasize the importance of the cross-cultural differences in prag-
matic uses.

Key words: Apology  American English speakers  Chinese English

speakers

Apology is a polite social behavior to maintain harmonious relationship be-
tween speakers, especially to save the face of the listener. It is offered by the
speaker who publicly acknowledges that he or she has done what he or she is
forbidden, or he or she has not done what is supposed to do. Politeness, in an
interaction, can be defined as the means employed to show awareness of an-
other person’s face, which means the public self-image of a person and refers
to the emotional and social sense of self that everyone has and expects everyone
else to recognize. Politeness can be accomplished in situations of social distance
or closeness. Showing awareness for another person’s face when that one seems
socially distant is often described in terms of respect or deference. Showing the
equivalent awareness when the other is socially close is often described in terms
of friendliness, camaraderie, or solidarity. |

In American English apologies can be divided into two types—implicit
apology and explicit apology. “I apologize”, *Excuse me”, "I'm sorry” and
“Forgive me” are all considered to be explicit apologies as they can be recog-
nized directly while * I wasn't thinking”, “I did not mean to”. and "I promise
it will not happen again” are implicit or indirect apologizing speech act. Chinese
English speakers can make out the explicit apology and react to it immediately

but will be slow in understanding these implicit speech acts as there are no
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equivalent apologizing words except “sorry” in Chinese. The following are ex-
amples of different ways of apologizing in American English;

(1) Interruption.

A: Excuse me, could | cut in with just a word?
B: Sure, go ahead.
(2) Forgetting something.
A: Got the book | wanted?
B: Sorry. | forgot it completely.

(3) Spilling on someone’s shoes.

A: Oh, I'm sorry (I beg your pardon)! | didn’t mean to. It's so care-
less of me.

B: Well, never mind, it does not matter. | have bought new shoes an-
yway.

(4) Saying to one’s superior.

A: (To the boss) | beg your pardon, Sir, but it is time to go.
B: Oh, is it? All right.

In Chinese English only “sorry” is used for all the situations. Chinese
students are usually confused with the use of the apologizing words as they do
not know which one can be used in the appropriate situation. They usually
make some mistakes due to inadequate knowledge of and insufficient exposure
to the target language.

“Excuse me, Mr. Buckingham, but can I talk to you for a minute?” Chi-
nese students would often think that apology belongs to the politeness
type. However, “Excuse me” is more of an attention getter to an English
native. Chinese students interpret “Excuse me” the same way as “I am sorry”
because most translations for the two phrases are mostly the same without con-
sidering the difference in their pragmatic use.

Chinese English speakers usually cannot distinguish between “Excuse me”
and “I'm sorry” . When a Chinese English speaker declines the invitation to the
birthday party, it is wrong to say “Excuse me, I'd like to go but I have a date
with Mary at that time” . When a Chinese English learner reminds his teacher
that class time is up, He or she may make another mistake by saying “I'm sor-
ry, but it is time to finish” .

In American English “Excuse me” and “I'm sorry” are used as remedies
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for one’s inappropriate speech act in conversations. “Excuse me” would be
more appropriate than “I'm sorry” when the speaker is focusing on his or her
violation of social norms and principles. “I'm sorry” becomes more suitable
when the speaker is focusing on the damage that the speaker has brought or
might bring to the listener. Chinese English learners tend to ignore these differ-
ences and take it for granted that basic matters in culture are universal. There-
fore, they pick up any words that come to their mind and make the mistake.

Chinese English learners would follow their own “logical” ways in situa-
tions where there is no equivalent in Chinese culture and the transfer cannot
happen. In Chinese English “It does not matter” is usually used to accept apol-
ogy from other people, which is a common mistake for Chinese English learn-
ers. In fact, only “That’s all right”, “That's Ok” or “No Problem” are used
as acceptance of apology. Chinese English learner has transferred directly from
their first language “mei guan xi” to their second language without considering
different cultural background and pragmatic norms.

Language behavior is often based on cultural assumptions of what is ap-
propriate for particular situations, and that these differ greatly across cul-
ture. American English speaker like to apologize for even slight inconvenience
they have brought to the others. For example, they are walking too close to a
person or cough. Chinese English speaker would be shy in saying “I'm sorry”
unless they have made a rather big mistake or they have caused trouble for oth-
er people.

American English speaker are extrovert and would apologize to anyone in-
cluding their family members while Chinese English speakers are introvert and
it is an unusual phenomenon that the old apologize to the young or a father
apologizes to his son for only slight mistakes. Chinese people are usually shy
and obedient to the authority because China has a feudalist history for five
thousand years. Confucius, one of the greatest thinkers in Chinese history.
has great influence on Chinese thoughts and has left in Chinese culture some
moral norms such as filial piety, respect for the old to be obeyed by genera-
tions of Chinese people.

It is due to cultural differences that Chinese English speakers are at a loss
as to the use of apologizing phrases in various situations. In addition, there are

many ways of apologizing in English compared with those in Chinese. which
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also creat great difficulty for Chinese English learners. Misunderstanding can
often be caused by inappropriate social linguistic behavior. The American Eng-
lish speaker will often interpret such behavior as being calculated to mislead or
confuse them. But when they look behind the behavior, which may on the sur-
face cause misunderstanding or irritation, they would come to understand that
it has its origins in good intentions.

As is illustrated above nativized varieties of English must reflect native
pragmatic norms and cultural conventions. Chinese culture differs greatly from
American culture. In English learning and teaching two languages and indeed
two cultures come into contacts. Cross-cultural differences constitute the main
task to both the teacher and the leaner. English teachers have the responsibility
to help students improve their cultural awareness while it is highly expected
that the teacher themselves are bicultural experts. They should familiarize the
students with the cultural values and pragmatic norms in target language by se-
lecting materials which have an intercultural point of view. Students should be
encouraged to find differences in pragmatic norms and cultural conventions and
develop their intercultural awareness and communicative skills in classroom

and after class activities.
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- Complementing

Abstract. Nativized varieties of English must reflect native pragmatic
norms and cultural conventions. Complements, as a polite social behavior, is
analyzed from the perspective of Chinese English speaker and American Eng-
lish speaker to emphasize the importance of the cross-cultural differences in
pragmatic uses.

Key words: Complements American English speaker Chinese English

speaker

Complements have many social functions. They are used to start a conver-
sation, greet somebody or break the ice among people. When we are going to
give a complement to someone, we usually try to make people understand our
positive evaluation of them. Of course, people who receive our complements
will respond to the compliments to show their politeness.

Owing to different pragmatic norms and cultural conventions, the ad-
dresser or addressee would sometimes not be aware that “this is a compliment”
and then neglect the speech act, which would be very rude to the other side. In
American English such phrase as “I love it” or “I like it” are often used as com-
pliments while Chinese English speakers tend to use sentences like “You look
awesome!” as compliments. It is because Chinese tend to use “you” in compli-
menting the others.

Here is another example of problem caused by different ways of speaking
and understanding. An American man was visiting a Chinese man's house and
said “Who’s the cook?” after having the dinner; “Who's the gardener?” after
seeing the garden; “Who's the artist?” after viewing the painting. The Chinese
man felt that the American man was rather curious and answered all the seem-
ingly apparent questions from the American man. The Chinese man was honest

and didn’t realize that the American man was in fact complimenting the Chinese
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man's good dishes, beautiful paintings and garden. The communication failure
has its origin in the fact that American English and Chinese English reflect
their own social norms of interaction, which differ greatly from each other.

The breakdown in communication between a native speaker and a non-
native speaker may be caused by transfer. People transfer their speaking norms
from their first language to their second language and they do this unconscious-
ly. An American mother is complimenting a Chinese mother about the clever-
ness of her son. The dialogue runs like this:

American Mother: “Your son is admitted by Beijing University. He must be
very intelligent. ”

Chinese Mother: “Oh, No, He is not as clever as you said. ”

The American mother would be very surprised because the son of the Chi-
nese mother would not be admitted by Beijing University unless he is very
bright. She would suppose that the Chinese mother is not honest and not will-
ing to tell the truth. If an American mother is complemented, she might re-
spond like this:

Chinese Mother: “Your son is admitted by Beijing University. He must be
very intelligent. ”

American Mother; “Thank you. Yes, he is doing very well. "

The American mother would accept the compliment happily, which seems
to be very arrogant to the Chinese mother. Chinese mother would usually not
accept compliments from others to show their politeness. Objections seem to be
the appropriate behavior for them.

As is widely known, China is a country whose civilization goes back thou-
sands of years. Chinese people have developed their ways of behaving, unique
cultural traditions and a system of values. Chinese people are deeply influenced
by the values and perceptions that they have commonly experienced within
their social cultural groups. Chinese society puts many emphases on personal
modesty as is shown in the dialogue mentioned above. Chinese mother usually
rejects the compliments to show her modesty and to make the other people feel
comfortable, which is an appropriate behavior from Chinese cultural values
while the American way of accepting the compliments would be considered in-
appropriate.

American society is originally made up of immigrants from different coun-
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tries, for which it is known as a “melting pot” . People build up a new para-
dise for themselves, for which they need to be creative and confident. In this
individual-oriented society people are respected for their independence and au-
tonomy. They are extremely conscious of their own identity. It is perhaps just
for this reason that they tend to say “I like it” or I love it” . When compli-
menting the others and they would also accept compliments from the others
with great ease.

Failure to understand their respective pragmatic norms would hinder the
communication between American English speaker and Chinese English speak-
er. In China complimenting others too much would mean flattery, which is
considered low and mean in Chinese culture. Less consideration would be given
if you are complimenting the Americans as they seldom regard compliments as
flattery but as a way of recognition of their individual efforts.

It is a common phenomenon for American family members to compliment
each other. “You look great today. ” This kind of compliment is not going to
happen that often between Chinese family members. *“You look younger in
your new dress.” “You have not changed much. ” would not be considered as
compliments for American English speaker, but Chinese English speaker
would be happy to hear compliments like this. This is caused by different cul-
tural values. The old is respected in China, while being old would mean useless
for American English speaker.

English has been widely used as the world’s lingua franca from which dif-
ferent varieties of English have developed. Chinese English and American Eng-
lish are just two varieties among them. Chinese and American people have
transferred their respective pragmatic norms and cultural values into English
and thus resulted in misunderstanding between Chinese and American English
speakers if they fail to understand their differences.

Different cultures have different ways of speaking and communication pat-
terns. In 1979, Robert Kohls defines “culture as an integrated system of learn-
ed behavior patterns that are characteristics of the members of any given socie-
ty. Culture refers to the total way of life of particular groups of people. It in-
cludes everything that a group of people thinks, says, does and makes. ”
(Wenzhong Hu, 1988)

Any language is part of a culture and any culture is a part of lan-
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guage. Culture and language are intricately related. It is not enough for English
learners just have a good command of English grammar, lexis and phonology
to facilitate communication with native English speakers. English learners in
China must understand that the use of pragmatic norms and the expressions of
speech-act functions. English learners should understand the cultural difference
concerning social variables as age, sex, race and social status.

Nativized varieties of English must reflect native pragmatic norms and cul-
tural conventions. Second language speakers transferred consciously or uncon-
sciously their respective cultural patterns and conversation norms from their
first language to their second language. It is necessary to increase people’s
cross-cultural awareness so that fewer problems arise in their interaction with
people from a different culture. Cultural conventions and pragmatic norms in
two cultures should be compared and contrasted to establish similarities and
identify differences. The acquiring of cross-culture awareness is often a compli-
cated process of psychological adaptation, which is a time-consuming difficult

task for and invites joint efforts from English promoters in China.
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