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Preface

Research is a search for insight and understanding. It is an
attempt to make theoretical sense of information from the point of
view of a particular discipline. Many times, scholars from different
disciplines verge on discovering the same insights and they
welcome corroborating evidence from their fellow researchers.
Such is the case with work of Xianghong CAO. A Sociolinguistic
Study of Addressing, Openings and Closings in Contemporary Chinese
Personal Letters, for example, is a scholarly work that has emerged
from the field of linguistics. What makes this work different is the
fact that it was written as a sociolinguistic study. This means that
it is an interdisciplinary venture that covers both linguistic and
sociological information. In one of my latest books on The Sociology
of Knowledge as a Model for Language Theory: Language as a
Social Science (St. Clair 2006), I distinguish between such
interdisciplinary research as “sociolinguistics” and “the sociology of
knowledge.” The former tends to be more linguistics than sociology
and the latter includes far more information on social theory.
Although this publication by Dr. Cao is entitled a sociolinguistic
study, it is really a study in the sociology of knowledge. This makes
the research even more valuable because it has a greater explanatory
power in explaining phenomenon across two disciplines.

This work provides both a quantitative and a qualitative
analysis of the study of addressing in Chinese. What makes this
work particularly pleasing as a research monograph is that it
includes numerous charts and graphs that lucidly explain how the
phenomenon works. These clarifications can be found throughout
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the book (figures 4.1, 4.2, 5.1, 5.2, and 6.1). One of the theoretical
implications of this work is that it provides evidence for the social
space of family relationships are externalized into the cultural
space of letter writing. Each society has its own social space. It is
only when one compares and contrasts these social forces and
patterns with other societies that one becomes aware of them as
cultural differences. This approach to culture is known as the social
construction of culture (St. Clair 2006). This research provides
evidence for the study of social relationships in both the area of
linguistics and sociology. Another theoretical implication of this
work is that it includes both print culture and oral culture. The
patterns that one finds in written documents have emerged from
social relationships within a family and the expression of these
relationships are based on verbal exchanges. When they are shared
with others in the form of print culture, they still remain as oral
patterns of communication. It is only when one transcends these
patterns and communicate in the formal use of Chinese that the
pattern becomes predominantly a print culture phenomenon. This
research provides interesting written evidence for the social and
cultural patterns existing within an oral tradition. Another
implication of this research has to do with Confucian Principles. Dr.
Cao has written about this influence in Chinese culture and the
tables and graphs within the book brilliantly illustrate these
principles in the form of relationships between the various strata
within Chinese society. If this study were done by a Westerner, he
would have probably missed this insight.

A Sociolinguistic Study of Addressing, Openings and Closings in
Contemporary Chinese Personal Letters is a valuable contribution to the
fields of linguistics, sociology, and philosophy. It provides linguistic
evidence for terms of addressed used within the structure of family
relationships. It provides an overview into the social relationships that
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exist within a family, and it includes an overview and a clarification in
linguistic terms of the Confucian Princes, one of the philosophical
foundations of Chinese culture.

Ot ). St Qa

Robert N. 8t. Clair,
Distinguished Professor of Scholarship and Creativity
University of Louisville
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Abstract

Investigations into address forms, openings and closings in the
sociolinguistics and discourse fields have largely focused on oral
communication. This study has set out to examine linguistic and
pragmatic features of addressing, opening and closing behaviours in
relation to the effects of social factors and the cultural constraints in
actual language use in Chinese personal letters. The aim of this
research is to provide a better understanding of the forms, functions,
sequences and uses of utterances in these three routinized speech
behaviours in written interaction and intercultural communication in
the Chinese context. Using a database of 259 personal letters written
by Chinese in Xinjiang Autonomous Regions, an analysis and
discussion are presented, using both qualitative and some simple
quantitative techniques.

Findings reveal that there is a variety of address forms that
Chinese writers use in personal letters, which is a reflection of the
diversity and elaborateness of this practice in Chinese. In terms of
openings and closings, this study suggests that in Chinese
personal written interaction, these two behaviours are highly
ritualized and closely structured, consisting of a series of phatic
and routine speech acts to achieve the establishment and the
consolidation of interpersonal relationships between writer and
recipient. With respect to the relationship between language
variation and social variables, the study shows that the choices of
language patterns or sequences vary with generation, gender, the
level of authority, the level of intimacy and social distance. This
research also reflects that the influence of Confucian ethics in the
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Chinese cultural context has a considerable impact on Chinese
people’s linguistic performance in terms of addressing practice,
openings and closings in personal letters.

Findings from this study highlight three issues. First, it is
suggested that there is much to be gained in pragmatic studies of
phatic communion, speech acts and politeness by shifting the focus
from the single unit to the discourse domain. Second, the influences of
social variables in language use are extremely complex, and analysis
needs to take this into account. Third, there is a need to incorporate
the larger cultural context as a determinant factor in the study of
speech acts and behaviours in communication.

Key words: address forms, openings and closings; contemporary
Chinese personal letters; sociolinguistic study
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