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1 Introduction

1.1 Introduction \\

According to Holmes (1992), sociolinguistics is the study of linguistic
structure in relation to social structure. Sociolinguists are interested in language
variation occurring in society. They seek to explain why people speak differently
in different social contexts, and try to identify the social functions of language
and the ways it is used to convey social meaning. Thus, a sociolinguistic study is
often concerned with the relationship between social factors (age, gender, social
status, ethnicity, education, etc. ) and language factors (vocabulary, grammar,
pronunciation, language function, etc. ), which has been mirrored specifically in
the concept of the speech act (Manes, 1983).

From a myriad of empirical studies undertaken so far on speech acts, it is
true that the same speech act is very likely to be realized quite differently across
diverse social, cultural, and linguistic settings. A good case in point is
compliment response (CR) behavior, which has been shown some striking
differences between Chinese speakers (CS) and native English speakers (NES).
The former seem to adopt more non-acceptance strategies, whereas the latter
employ acceptance strategies much more often (cf. Chen, 1993; Herbert, 1989,
1990; Holmes, 1988; Knapp, Hopper & Bell, 1984; Ye, 1995; Spencer-Oatey,
Ng, & Dong, 2000). However, considering the available research findings for
this category of speech act in the literature to date, the preferred strategies of CSs
and NESs cannot be definitely described (cf. Chen, 1993; Ye, 1995, for Chinese
speakers; cf. Chen, 1993; Herbert, 1989; Knapp et al. , 1984, for Americans).
On the one hand, Chen’s (1993) study indicates that the Chinese highly prefer Non-
acceptance forms, whereas Ye’ s (1995) study reveals that they prefer amendment
strategies. On the other hand, Knapp et al. ’s (1984) and Chen’s (1993) American
participants show a great preference for acceptance strategies, but Herbert’s (1989)
participants prefer amendment forms. In spite of the seeming inconsistencies, the Chinese

1



speakers indeed adopt many more non-acceptance and fewer Acceptance strategies than do
the American English speakers.

Apart from the different inter-cultural social values, previous studies on the
compliment event show that the linguistic manipulations of CRs might also have
demonstrated enormous variation because of a range of intra-cultural social and
individual variables. CRs prove to be “worth studying because, like all speech
acts, they can show us the rules of language use in a speech community” (Yuan,
2001, p. 273). Therefore, the study of CRs in cross-cultural, socio-linguistic
contexts can make an important contribution because it can provide insights into
speech communities as well as into the linguistic and sociolinguistic rules of a
language (Nelson, El-Bakary & Al-Batal, 1993).

In order to understand more about cross-linguistic as well as intra-lingual
similarities and differences in compliment responses, the study is therefore
designed to center on the sociolinguistic features of the speech act of compliment
responses in Chinese contexts. Specifically, whether sociolinguistic variables such
as age, gender, social status, education level, social distance, social class, and
use of English, exert an influence on the compliment response, and if so, how?

It is observed that many English learners transfer their first language (L1)
rules of politeness to their second language (1.2) speech act production. This is
referred to as sociolinguistic transfer, defined to be “the use of the rules of
speaking of one’s own speech community or cultural group when interacting with
members of another community or group” (Chick, 1996, p. 332). Sociolinguistic
transfer as a potential causal factor for pragmatic failure has drawn attention from
pragmatists, who have undertaken a wide variety of data-based studies in
contrastive pragmatics and interlanguage pragmatics since the 1980”s in different
areas of speech acts (e. g. , refusal, apology, request, compliment response, and
the like. ). For instance, previous studies of Chinese responses to English
compliments suggest that Chinese tend to reject English compliments. Liu’ s
(1994) study of 20 Mainland Chinese students at the Oklahoma State University
reports that 70% of them said “No! No!” to reject English compliments in
natural conversations. Chiang and Pochtrager (1993 ), who studied the
compliment responses of 15 Chinese females from the mainland in New York
City, reported that 69% of their responses were either denials (e. g. » “No, not at
all.” “No, my baby is ugly. ”) or negative accounts (e. g. “The house is a bit too
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small for us.”). Their study also indicates that Chinese females were especially
negative toward appearance-related compliments, for 62% denial responses were
made to appearance-related compliments. Although only 10% denial responses
were given to performance compliments, 59% responses indicated a sense of duty
(e. g. » “It is my duty. ”) or emphasized a need for further improvement (e. g. , “I
still need a lot of improvement. ”).

These studies tend to focus on the influence of L1 on L2 under the rubric of
contrastive analysis; however, virtually not much research has been conducted on
the impact of L2 on L1 from a historical linguistic perspective. Taking a different
track, the present study attempts to ascertain whether Chinese speakers transfer
English pragmatic rules of speech act to compliment responses production in
Chinese, especially given the fact that as a prestigious language, English has left
a noticeable imprint on Chinese lexicon, morphology, semantics, grammar, and
discourse (Wang, 1943/1954; Xie, 1989; Guo, 2005; He, 2009).

Therefore, it is expected that the outcomes of the study provide empirical
evidence and rich implications not only about the linguistic forms of compliment
responses in the Chinese language, but also about the social etiquette and value

systems which are culture-specific.

The objectives of the study are four-fold.

First, there has been a debate on the issue of universality versus culture-
specificity in speech act studies. Some researchers claim that speech acts operate
by universal principles of pragmatics (e. g. » Austin, 1962; Searle, 1975), as
well as by some general mechanisms such as principles of cooperation (Grice,
1975) or of politeness (e. g. , Brown & Levinson, 1987; Leech, 1983). In
contrast, other theorists maintain that realization patterns of speech acts are
mainly motivated by differences in deep-seated cultural norms and values rather
than on general mechanisms (e. g., Blum-Kulka, House & Kasper, 1989).
Accordingly, the present study widens the scope of speech act studies by
examining the Chinese language, and may hence shed some light on the issue of
universality versus culture-specificity.

Second, this study proves to illuminate our understanding of sociolinguistic

3



influence on speech act behavior—specifically compliment responses in the speech
of Chinese speakers. It is hoped that information gained in this study will help us
identify the mode of sociolinguistic influence on speech behavior. And thus, the
results of the present research will contribute to our understanding whether an
interpretation of the linguistic variable is appropriate to the study of pragmatic
variation in the variationist sociolinguistic framework. This is even more
pertinent as the study of pragmatic variation has been a moot point among
variationists, not least because its object, the pragmatic variable, does not fit
mainstream definitions of the linguistic variable.

Third, information obtained about compliments in the speech of Chinese can
be used to assess the influence of English on the pragmatics of spoken Chinese
owing to the increasing language contact between Chinese and English; that is,
whether Chinese speakers model the way Americans give compliments.

Fourth, sociolinguistic studies have shown that speech communities are
different in their rules of speaking because the same speech act (such as the act of
complimenting), expresses or reinforces a different set of norms, values,
expectations, attitudes, beliefs, and the like, across communities. As a result,
foreign language learners are at times failing to express or interpret intended
meanings owing to a lack of knowledge of the norms of speech behavior in the
foreign language. Therefore, it is believed that this study built on the research of
the speech act set of compliment and compliment response in Chinese culture will
shed light on some information for cross-cultural communication. Specifically,
information obtained about compliment responses in the Chinese context can be
used to guide the learners of the Chinese language in dealing with cross-linguistic

and cross-cultural influences as well as their effect on second language learning.

1.3 Research Questions \\

The following principal questions guide the research;:
1. What are the norms and patterns of compliment responses in natural
conversations of Chinese speakers?
2. Are there any drastic changes in the way Chinese speakers respond to
compliments compared with earlier studies?
3. Are there cross-cultural similarities and differences as well as intra-cultural or
4



intra-lingual variations among speakers in the Chinese speech communities?

4. Is the Maxim of Modesty the sole driving force of response strategies in
the speech of Chinese speakers?

5. How do the sociolinguistic variables determine the selections of
complement response strategies, including gender, age, social status, social
distance, social class, and education?

6. To what extent does English exert an influence on the pragmatics of

spoken Chinese?

1.4 Methodology \

Natural speech, which proves to enjoy the unarguable advantage of being

authentic and close to life, has been extensively used in pragmatic and
sociolinguistic studies. Accordingly, our corpus used in this analysis consists of
1,190 examples of compliments and compliment responses collected with the
assistance of college students and colleagues throughout the ten months of our
field work in Shanghai, China. We wrote down all the compliments and
compliment responses that occurred around us, with or without our participation.
Careful records were kept about the interlocutors’ ethnographic information
including age, gender, social distance, social class, social status, English
proficiency, education background, and the like. Other methods, such as
interviews or questionnaires, which look into native speakers’ intuitions, were

rejected because of their oft-noted limitations (c. f. Wolfson, 1983).

1.5 Organization \\

The ensuing chapters are organized as follows: Chapter Two provides the

review of related literature which consists of review of related theories and review
of related empirical studies. Chapter Three introduces the methodology of the
study. It justifies the choice of research tool and discusses the execution of the
fieldwork and the detailed quantitative work. Chapter Four presents the salient
findings of the investigation. Chapter Five discusses the findings. The conclusion
is provided in Chapter Six, which discusses implications of the findings, and
suggests directions for further research.
5



2 Literature Review

2.1 Introduction \\

The primary purpose of the present study was to gather Chinese speakers’
responses to compliments in order to explore how social variables may affect their
choices of response strategies to compliments. This chapter reviews the
theoretical background and empirical researches relevant to this study. It is
organized into two sections. Each section is organized into a number of
subsections. Section One reviews the theoretical underpinning for understanding
the speech act of compliments and compliment responses. Section Two includes a
review of empirical studies of cross-cultural comparisons of C-CR speech act and

an overview of pragmatic studies in Chinese contexts.

2.2 Theoretical Review \

Three theories, namely speech act theory (Austin, 1962), politeness theory
(Brown &. Levinson, 1987; Leech, 1983; Gu, 1990), and variationist theory
(Labov, 1984; Sankoff, 1982, 1988) will be used as the theoretical frameworks
of the study. On one hand, speech act theory and politeness theory are relevant
because the consideration of being polite underlies many human behaviors,
including paying and responding to compliments. The theory can again help
explain why people do what they do in the Chinese language. On the other hand,
the variation theory is relevant because the central theme of the present study is
variation. The variation theory will provide an explanatory tool to account for any

systematic variation found in the use of the compliment responses in Chinese.
2.2.1 Speech Act Theory

Since the compliment is a speech act, it is necessary to discuss speech act
theories, in particular those by Austin and Searle. Historically, the term “speech
6



