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i% Chapter One

A Contrastive Study of Responses to Requests
in English and Chinese
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1.1 Introduction

The description of the response to a speech act like request is equally
significant because it is an integral part of a speech act and the responses of
utterances based on the real life observations are not likely to be neglected.
This paper is intended to describe and explain the common and different
responses to requests employed in both English and Chinese in a contrastive
approach, which is based on the questionnaire survey of Americans and the
Chinese people. Through our study we find that in responding to requests,
most of the subjects would like to offer positive rather than negative
responses. The chief motivation may result from the instinctive altruism and
cooperation of human beings. Meanwhile the CHN group prefers the pattern
A >B > C for positive responses and C >B > A for negative responses, viz,
when Chinese people use positive responses, they like to be terse and when
they have to give negative responses, they often say much more about the
reasons concerned. However, the AM group prefers the pattern C >B > A
for both positive and negative responses, which perhaps is why Americans
are talkative, enjoying social interaction. Furthermore, in terms of social
distance like among strangers, the AM group prefers positive to negative
responses while the CHN group goes to the contrary in most cases.

Hancher ( 1979 ) argues that with invitations, bets and offers, the
speech act is “incomplete” until the addressee acknowledges and accepts the
speaker’s offer. For requests, the more emphatically the speaker expresses
the certainty of the proposition, the more likely it is that the speaker is
expecting explicit assent from the addressee. In other words, speech acts
involve the interaction of the speaker and addressee, not simply the
execution of an utterance by the speaker. Requests are satisfied when they
are complied with, i. e. causing the requestee to make the world fit the
content of the request. Morally speaking, it is a virtue to be ready to help

others when they are in need of help, but it does not mean that we should

2,
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not say “No” to a request for help. In fact, when the request is beyond our
ability or it is illegal, we should not be hesitant to say “No”. However,
even on these occasions, there are people who find it hard to say “No”.
This is largely because they are afraid of “losing face”. They fear to be
considered incompetent if they admit themselves incapable of offering the
help; they fear to be regarded as miserly or selfish if they turn down a
request from a friend; they fear to be laughed at as a coward if they refuse
to help to do something dangerous, sometimes even illegal. However, it is
also harmful not to say “No” when you ought to, because instead of giving
others help, you may probably put yourself into trouble. If you force
yourself to do something beyond your means, you may go astray, too.
Well, the requesting responses in our questionnaire survey generally do not
constitute any kind of flavor of illegalness, but obviously involve people’s
ability and facework. Even in certain situations where people have to refuse,
they must offer some reasons and select appropriate strategies, just as
Beebe, et al. (1985) put, Americans usually employ three major strategies
which were found to be used in sequence at the beginning of a refusal.
These were (a) an expression of positive opinion such as “I1’d like to”,
(b) an expression of regret such as “I’m sorry”, and (c¢) an excuse,
reason or explanation such as “My children will be home that night” or “T
have a headache”. Other strategies include a statement of an alternative, a
condition for future or past acceptance (e. g. If you had asked me
earlier... ), a promise of future acceptance (e.g. I’ll do it next time. ), a
statement of principle (e. g. I never do business with friends. ), a statement
of philosophy (e. g. One can’t be too careful. ), a statement letting the
interlocutor off the hook (e. g. Don’t worry about it. ) , self-defense (e. g.
I’'m doing my best. ) and nonverbal avoidance such as silence or a topic
switch.

Though responses to requests are of vital significance, very little
attention has beer paid to them in the speech act literature and now most of
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the acts under research are initiating acts which are characterized and listed
in the works of linguists such as Austin(1962), Ohmann(1972), Vendler
(1972), Bach & Harnish (1979 ), Searle (1979), Searle & Venderveken
(1985). The main reasons may be: (a) the description of illocutionary acts
is often done by the semantic analysis of performative verbs instead of the
functional examination of utterances in discourse. (b) many responding acts
do not have a corresponding performative verb at all, as in Example (1).
(c) comparatively speaking, the initiating acts seem to play a more
important role than responses in the whole components of a speech act.

(1) A: Hey, can you guys give me a lift when you all go home?

B: Oh, I don’t know.

B’s response to A’s request for permission to get a lift home cannot be
described in terms of the performative verb because B does not have such a
choice at all. So its illocutionary force can only be obtained from the
expressions like “I don’t know” , which means that B “refuses in a vague
manner to commit himself”. The next issue is how to identify a responding
move in discourse. Obviously not any move following an initiating move is
the right responding move in (2).

(2) A: What’s the time now? Please tell me.

B: a. Ten.
b. Time for lunch.
c. I have no watch on myself.
d. Ask Xiao Zhang.

All of B’s responses are related to A’s requesting for time information.
But only (a) and (b) are the responding moves because they fulfil the
illocutionary force of A’s elicitation, they provide what A wants to seek,
although (b) is somewhat indirect. A can deduce the relevant information
from the lunch time. However (c), (d) do not fulfil the illocutionary force
of A’s elicitation. The main reasons lie in the pragmatic felicity conditions

of a request. Tsui (2000) classifies the responses to a request into two
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categories: positive responding act and negative responding act (including
temporization) in (3).
(3) A: Excuse me, could you pass me the ball, please?
B: a. Yes.
b. No, I could not.
¢c. Oh, I don’t know.

According to Tsui, in B’s responses, (a) is a positive responding acts,
(b) is a negative responding act and ( c) also belongs to negative
responding acts: it’s a kind of act to postpone the decision-making. As for
(a) and (b), I agree with Tsui’s classification. But for (c), I have a
different idea that it should not be put into the negative acts, because it
suspends the answer between “yes” and “no”. We’ d better offer another
category to this act—null responding act (i. e. meaningless act, to some
extent) for the time being.

In light of our findings, there do exist three types of responses, they
are positive, null and negative respectively. To obtain more information
concerning politeness, verbosity or terseness in discourse among three
groups( i. e. the CHN, the AM, the IL), we classify positive and negative
responses further into three different levels; A, B and C respectively. A is
the simplest act with only one utterance like “yes” or “no”; B is an act
with a little bit explanation of two utterances and C, an act with enthusiastic
explanations of over two utterances. And here null responses refer to
suspending responses like (c¢) in (3), we would not classify null responses
into three different levels because any kind of levels, long or short, is still
dubious, so it is of no great significance for our analyses in the present
study. For the sake of describing convenience we would use the symbol “g”
to stand for it in our statistical tables of later analyses. Examples of the three
different levels of positive and negative response categories are delineated as
below .

Positive responses in (4)
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(4) A. Hey, guys, can you give me a lift home?

B: (A) Sure.
(B) Sure, get in please.
(C) Yeah, no problem, which end of the street do you live

at?

Negative responses in (5)

(5) A: Excuse me, ma’am? I wonder if you happen to have change

for a five-pound note. I don’t have any change for the meter
and I see a meter maid coming. Thanks a lot!
B: (A) No.
(B) Sorry, I don’t have, either.
(C) Sorry, I have used up for my parking yesterday and now
I do not have got yet.

Apart from the above three kinds of responses, in real discourse we

would often encounter the fourth one —non-verbal responses from the

addressee such as in (6).

(6) (TEAABBELE RN L)

(In front of one stand for a talent recruitment fair. )

A R RIREITE

( Recruiter; First introduce something about yourself, please. )
RIS AR RITIE , AR ERIEIN

(Recruitee; My major for BA is teaching, and I do like to be a
teacher. )

HBA Rk,

( Recruiter nods his head. )

B AR R, REPEERT LF, S ERHPHIEK.
(Recruitee; After I graduated for BA study, I have worked at a
middle school for five years, obtaining a intermediate position in

my profession. )

ARk
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( Recruiter nods his head. )

N B A ROCESHAY L ARARE T LERBI

( Recruitee; I have already published 6 professional academic
papers in all kinds of journals. )

In this situation the addressee would. simply respond with the nodding of
his or her head, namely, body language. It is a pity that we can’t acquire
this kind of information due to the written form of our questionnaire survey.
Now let us examine the actual situations in which Americans, Chinese
people and English language learners choose among kinds of responses to

requests.

1.2 Subjects

There are three groups of subjects ( totalling 324 ) from colleges or
universities' participating in this study: a group of NSs of American English
( AM, totalling 84 with 33 males to 51 females), a group of Chinese
learners of English (IL, totaling 128, with 16 males to 112 females) , and a
group of NSs of Mandarin Chinese (CHN, totalling 112 with 64 males to 48
females). We choose the three groups as our subjects mainly because native
speakers of American English can represent the Occidental culture, native
speakers of Chinese in the mainland can represent the Oriental culture and
the interlangugage speakers stay between the two poles of opposite cultures.
In other words, (a) American English, instead of British English, nowadays
dominates most of the world media, and almost all aspects of our daily life.
For example, TOEFL is taken every year around every corner of the globe;
(b) the mainland Chinese enjoys the most authoritative status in the Chinese
language and has over one billion speakers and it’s used widely across the
whole country, even in Taiwan, Macao and Hong Kong; (c) from the IL
group we can get some information concerning how the non-native speakers
who keep their own culture are influenced by Western culture. We do

believe that we can find out where the major differences in request responses
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between them lie in by the comparison of the three groups. As for the
number of the subjects in our survey, I would like to say something more.
Here we are chiefly concerned with the probability distribution of the request
responses, i. e. the percentage rather than the number itself. The reason is
that even 1,000 or 10,000 subjects are not enough if considered exclusively
from the quantitative perspective. Actually, we could not exhaust the
infinite number, and meanwhile it is not necessary for us to do so,

especially in social science study.

1.3 The Questionnaire

Social distance between interlocutors is considered to be low ( — SD)
for members of a nuclear family, friends and relatives, and high ( + SD)
for strangers. By dominance, we mean the power of the speaker over the
hearer in a given role relationship. Thus, a situation in which a lecturer is
speaking to a student is considered to be speaker dominant (X > Y), but
status equals (X =Y) if the exchange is taking place between two students
(Montserrat, 1999). Table 1 below shows the variation of social distance
and social power ( dominance) in our questionnaire survey situations. We
employ 12 situations altogether’, they are situations 1-8,12 taken from the
CCSARP (Blum-Kulka, et al. , 1989: 14-15), situations 9 and 10 from
Gibbs (1985), situation 11 from Fraser, et al. (1980). However, the
questions are designed by the author of this paper. For more details, see the
APPENDIX. ' '
Table 1 Secial distance and dominance variation for each request responding situation

Situations Social distance Dominance
S1  Kitchen -SD X=Y
S2  Street +SD X=Y
S3  Notes -SD X=Y




