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ABSTRACT 

This dissertation investigates pragmatic strategies and power 

relations related to disagreement in Mandarin Chinese using a 

connbination of quantitative and qualitative methods, In which both 

statistic analyses of data from DCT and discourse analyses of data from 

ethnographic approach were conducted. The data were collected in the 

People's Republic of China at six universities in the north and the south of 

the nation as well as at a big conference. The total subjects for the DCT 

were 360, and the natural data were obtained from (1) surveys and 

interviews with a total of 45 participants, (2) 49 odd hours of recordings, 

and 86 valid oral discourses, both long and short. 

This study explores and answers three general questions. 

The first question is whether power relations in Chinese university 

settings influence pragmatic strategies in disagreement. A null 

hypothesis is rejected with statistic evidence. Further exploration of the 

ways in which the strategies are significantly different shows that the 

students use lower power-ievel strategies when disagreeing with the 

professors and administrators than vice versa. The students are 

addressed with highest level of all. However, the professors and 
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administrators use more polite strategies to the students than the 

students to them. The statistic data also show no significant effect on the 

strategies by the two variables: gender and area. 

The second question asks what the pragmatic strategies in 

disagreement reflect regarding Chinese cultural dynamics in the higher 

education of contemporary China. The findings support the author's 

presumption that Confucianism may not still be the "guiding principle" of 

the norms and values in the university settings of modern China. A new 

cultural orientation of Chinese people is characterized with new features. 

The third probe of the question how the concept of relevance in 

Grice's CP dominates the analysis of communicative interactions 

involving power obtains an outcome in consistent with Kitis' "Global 

Relevance" as a Supermaxim of CP. Through Chinese discourse analyses, 

this study proves that the Maxim of Relevance of CP explicates 

conversational cooperation with the connection of the frame of discourse 

type and the social structure involving power, and the intention and 

comprehension of the Implicature in conversations. 
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INTRODUCTION 

In recent years, researchers Into language as a social phenomenon 

have become increasingly aware of the need to see language as a social 

resource (Watts 1991). Researchers believe that command of socially 

accepted forms of language use allows the speaker access to positions of 

power and Influence in different spheres of society. There has been an 

increase in the number of studies of both a general and a more specific 

nature into the ways in which conventionalized conceptions of 

appropriate language use guide our understanding of what constitutes 

power in society and how access to it is controlled by varied forms of 

discourse. Some of these studies have investigated the ways in which 

language and power are linked in multicultural, multilingual settings 

(Hong 2002, 1998; He 1998, Bardovi-Harllg & Hartford 1990, Beebe & 

Takahashi 1989). Others have concentrated on social domains in which 

power is exercised or in traditional areas of discrimination (Pulls 2003, 

Yves & Garth 2001, Meyer 1997, Soto 1997). In every case, however, 

neither the wider implications of how power is realized and exercised 

through pragmatic strategies are dealt with nor are features of the 

discourse between the power relations in Chinese higher education 
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analyzed in a large sample. 

The purpose of this study is to examine the strategies of 

disagreement as it is accomplished linguistically in academic settings on 

university campuses in both northern and southern cities of China. 

Although words are arbitrary signs, as noted by Saussure (1915), they 

are nevertheless invested with emotional and pragmatic content by the 

speech community that uses those words. This study focuses on 

pragmatic strategies of disagreement because these strategies are 

recognizable and valuable for social culture realization, as well as for 

exploration of the evidence for pragmatic theories. 

The works edited by Bloch (1975) and Paine (1981), respectively, 

reflect two different approaches to the study of language and power. 

Bloch's work emphasizes the role of social structure in traditional 

societies as a determinant of style in interactive discourses; while Paine's 

work emphasizes the role of the individual as social actor and his/her 

manipulation of elements of language style during social interaction. 

Anthropological and sociollnguistic studies of language and power have 

tended, thus far, to follow one or the other of these approaches. I 

attempt to bridge both views. I believe that socio-cultural factors do 

constrain, and affect language use, on one hand; and that individual 

discourse styles and communicative strategies play a role in maintaining 
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or struggling for power, on the other. In other words, the power structure 

and power conception of Chinese people would have an influence on their 

pragnnatic strategies; in the meantime, the individuals who possess 

different levels of power would use diverse pragmatic strategies for the 

purpose of power protection and power attainment in the situational 

discourse. 

Founded on this notion, the present study aims to elicit data, 

quantitatively and qualitatively, as lived and experienced by academic 

interactants in the university settings of modern China, without imposing 

particular conventional presumptions (theories or hypotheses). In other 

words, the nature of the study is descriptive and data-driven, rather than 

predictive and hypothesis-driven. Specifically, the present study 

examines first if the pragmatic strategies of disagreement are different 

in power levels due to the diversity of status in the higher education of 

modern China; and explores the ways in which power relations affect the 

strategies utilized by the different status when they disagree with each 

other. 

Second, in light of Hymes' (1977, 1972) notion that speech 

communities share detectable patterns of speech, and that such 

"cultural ways of speaking" provide an important domain for the 

exploration of speech as a cultural phenomenon, the present study is 



intended to connect the language use of Chinese speakers in university 

settings to their norms and values, with the purpose of probing for new 

cultural features in the higher education of modern China. Questioning 

the existing conclusion that Confucianism is still the guiding principle of 

Chinese culture (see Hong 2002, He 1998), I have attempted to 

reexamine the hierarchy concept and the power source in the higher 

education of contemporary China. My presumption is that new features 

have been developing in the culture of Chinese higher education that 

tend toward a complete rejection of the virtues, such as Sangang 

Wuchang (the three cardinal guides and the five constant virtues), 

Sancong Side (the three obediences and four virtues for a woman), and 

filial piety as taught by Confucius, because the revolution, policies and, 

especially, the opening and reform, have brought about great changes in 

China. 

The third research interest is closely tied to controversial issues on 

pragmatics and power. Harris (1995) in her article "Pragmatics and 

Power" concludes that Grice's Cooperative Principle (CP) notion cannot 

provide sufficient grounding In itself for interaction involving social and 

political dimensions. Contra to Harris, Kitis (1999) advocates Grice's 

maxim of Relevance as a super maxim of Global Relevance, which is 

socially determined and embedded within the action-structure of 
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representations of events. She proposes that in our analyses, we need to 

bestow greater appreciation on the overpowering maxim of Relevance 

that is applicable to analyses of constltutionalized discourses, prior to 

other maxims in configurations of CP. In agreement with Kitis (1999), I 

assume that natural discourses (at least in Chinese) involving social 

factors can be accounted for with the maxim of Relevance. To facilitate 

examination of the assumption, I will provide examples of the powerful 

function of the maxim of Relevance from the natural data I observe in the 

Chinese university settings. 

Given the research purposes, the present study needs to employ a 

special methodology that combines both quantitative and qualitative 

methods, because it requires a large-scale sample to prove whether 

there are different strategies occurring when individuals who possess 

different levels of power disagree with each other. To support the result 

of the quantitative study and for description of the occurrence of power' 

presentation as lived and experienced by daily interactants. Interviews 

and observations as in ethnography are necessarily applied. 

The organization of the present study is made as follows: Chapter 1 

addresses the rationale and significance for conducting the study, the 

basis of the general questions, and terms needing to be defined. 

Chapter 2 provides a theoretical background for the study on language 



and power, disagreement, politeness, language and culture, and 

traditional culture and cultural changes in the higher education of 

modern China. Chapter 3 presents a review of previously related studies. 

Chapter 4 explains the design of the quantitative research with Discourse 

Connpletion Test (DCT). Chapter 5 demonstrates and analyzes the result 

of the quantitative study. Chapter 6 reviews the ethnographic approach 

and a plan of how to complete the study. Chapter 7 displays the findings 

of the natural data from observations and interviews in the ethnography. 

Chapter 8 gives a discussion of how the maxim of Reference in CP 

accounts for natural discourses involving a social factor - power. Chapter 

9 makes a conclusion. 
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CHAPTER 1 

PROBLEM 

1.0 Overview 

The question of language and power is a controversial issue in 

pragmatics, sociolingulstics, and sociology. Yet, it is among the least 

investigated areas In Chinese language use, even in the field of general 

linguistics. The present study pays serious attention to the power 

differences in pragmatic strategies used In disagreement among the 

various power relations in Chinese university settings, and focuses on 

the reasons that bring about the phenomena found. 

This chapter gives a description of the rationale and significance of 

conducting the present study, presents three basic research questions, 

and defines "power" as used here. 

1.1 Rationale and Significance 

The significance of this study, both academically and practically, is its 

contribution to the interdisciplinary fields of pragmatics, sociolinguistics, 

and social culture. The study is academically significant in roughly four 

ways. 
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First, the study introduces a pragmatic perspective of language and 

power that pervious studies have ignored. A variety of perspectives of 

the relationship between language and power is essential since 

perspectives serve the very source of knowledge; a perspective 

promotes research, and research created knowledge. As a powerful tool 

for knowledge creation, any perspective deserves examination. 

To date, studies of pragmatics and power are fragmented and made 

in deduction across research attempts. This study attempts to 

comprehend the pragmatic strategy and power relations in disagree­

ment as more than a linguistic aspect of communication. As such, the 

study may uncover the characteristics of power and the nature of the 

relationship between language strategy and social power relations in 

disagreement in Chinese higher education, which would otherwise be 

unavailable in conventional Chinese cultural analyses. 

Second, this study departs from the existing understanding about 

the nature of contemporary Chinese culture. Generally, research on 

Chinese culture and Chinese-Western cultural comparisons reflect 

traditional concepts about Chinese people. The long-established practice 

of analyzing Chinese culture within a Confucian context needs critical 

examination for the reason that great changes have taken place in China 

since the Cultural Revolution of 1966-1975. The pace of change has 
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escalated since the ''opening and reform" policies began in the early 

1980s. Using a combination of nnethods, including statistics, observation, 

and interviews, this study illuminates the relationship between 

pragmatic strategies and power relations in Chinese culture. This study is 

intended to avoid offering just "another" evidence to be added to the 

existing conclusion of the nature of the contemporary Chinese culture. 

Third, this present study plans to address a controversial issue about 

the application of Grice's CP to the explication of power relations in 

communication. An empirical study such as this has been needed to 

examine whether CP, or a maxim of CP, is applicable to an account and a 

clarification of a natural discourse. 

The fourth intellectual significance of this study is to reinforce the 

evolving social science methodology of combining quantitative and 

qualitative approaches. The application of a statistical method to a 

socio-pragmatic study is a bold endeavor. The specific design and 

measurement of this study will be a contribution to pragmatic research 

methodology. 

The above academic significance leads to practical significance. The 

practical side lies in relational development among students, professors 

and administrators in university settings. In human interaction, 

disagreement is Inevitable. It appears that disagreements do occur no 
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matter how hard people try to avoid them. When people try to avoid the 

unavoidable, they face a very complicated situation. When they try to 

settle disagreements, they need rhetorical strategies involving both 

concepts o hierarchy and politeness. It seems true that there is always a 

contradiction between disagreement and face-saving. The present study 

attempts to comprehend the reality of power relations apart from any 

presuppositions. As a result, the study may help everyday interactants 

see the source of power and provide strategies for dealing with 

disagreement in communications. Its findings may provide the 

interactants with knowledge and courage to handle disagreement 

without impolite or unpleasant conduct. This ultimately helps the social 

interactants develop richer and healthier relationships. 

Further, this knowledge about the relationship between pragmatic 

strategies and power relations in disagreement also applies to 

interaction between intercultural communicators. Although this study is 

directed to analyses of intra-cultural conversation, the utility of its 

findings is not limited to the intra-cultural domain; it extends to other 

domains such as intercultural, interethnic, intergenerational communi­

cation, and so on. I assume that the relationship between pragmatic 

strategies and power relations in disagreement found in the Chinese 

cultural environment is the most fundamental model of all relation- ships 
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and that the findings concerning intra-cultural power conception apply to 

other contexts. This is a sensible and reasonable proposition (and 

remains so until proven otherwise) because disagreement does occur 

among interactants who both share and do not share the same language 

codes and conventions. Sources of power must lie elsewhere than 

cultural and social differences. It may be pertinent to mention that this 

study examines the relationship between pragmatic strategies and 

power relations in disagreement by looking at intra-cultural 

communication, and that Its findings extend to the field of inter-group 

communication among student-professor, student-administrator, male 

-female, and intercultural interactants. Moreover, knowledge about the 

cultural concepts involving power in Chinese higher education settings 

will provide international students in China with understanding and 

guidelines for acting appropriately in their host country's universities. 

Such knowledge will also inform research in comparative cultures and in 

higher education. 

1.2 General Research Questions for the Study 

1.2.1 General Question I 

The current study specifies its domain as "recognition of the 

relationship of pragmatic strategies and power relations" So far, very 

little is known about pragmatics and power in the field of human 
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interaction, esp, with empirical approach, due to the fact that it has 

received marginal treatment. The current study is a preliminary effort to 

explore the relatively Ignored and embedded world of pragmatics and 

power. As such, the study specifies its domain and narrows its scope 

instead of dealing with the relationship between pragmatics and power in 

general. Dealing with the general phenomenon of pragmatics and power 

would be too ambitious a task to successfully complete in initially 

exploring this realm. There are three dimensions in the realm of my 

study domain: power relations in the Chinese university settings, the 

pragmatic strategies of the different types of status, and disagreement. 

The aim of this study is to explore the interaction between the power 

relations and the strategies in situations of disagreement. 

The main premise of the investigation is "that people maintain their 

social structures and the balance of a social interaction through talk; the 

rules governing talk are rules governing the relationships among people" 

(Diamond 1996:1). Thus, the constraints on talk are the constraints on 

social relationships. What are the constraints on social relationships? 

They are the constraints of power, distance and rank of imposition, In 

accordance with Brown & Levinson (1987). People are constrained in 

their talk by the kinds of relationships they have with their 

conversational partners, i.e., whether they are friends and acquaintan­



ces, status equals, Inferiors or superiors. Relationships are also 

constrained by the type of situations the participants are engaged in, 

whether they are at a party, a meeting, in school or at work. 

Maintaining the balance of a social interaction means that the 

individual participants must continually see to it that, while power is 

contested, the entire system of relationships remains intact. Individuals, 

In their contacts with others, are, on the one hand, engaged In 

establishing, maintaining and furthering their positions in the group, and 

on the other hand, ensuring that the group as well as their membership 

in it, remain intact. Within any interaction, interpersonal roles are 

assigned, rejected, disputed, and negotiated. For example, whoever has 

power or advantage can act the leader or central point of the interaction. 

In Chinese culture, the role of a leading speaker is one that is usually 

overseeing the other members. When he/she has raised a topic, however, 

the others would be trying to get the floor. Interrupting each other, and 

cutting off interruptions, they are competing with each other for the 

position of central information resource person, and by so doing, are 

furthering their local rank or their position in the group. Furthering one's 

position must not put at risk his relationship with others. One must take 

special care not to surpass the authority of the most powetfu! person in 

the group. Therefore, pragmatic strategies are affected by the power 
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relations within the group. Depending on one's power status in a given 

interactive situation, a person utilizes different strategies. 

Most social interaction proceeds in an orderly and coherent fashion. 

Nonetheless, when a social interaction is nnarked by embarrassment, 

when interactants display behavior that clearly stands outside of social 

norms, and when moments of tension and conflict arise, they may face 

an interaction which does not adhere to communicative regulations. 

GofTman (1967) discusses these social constraints in terms of presenting 

a positive self-image and the maintenance of face in face-to-face 

interaction. Social interaction and behavior works because"... the person 

tends to conduct himself during an encounter so as to maintain both his 

own face and the face of the participants" (Goffman 1967: 11). Brown & 

Levinson (1987) term this social constraint partially as "universal 

politeness". Following Goffman's "face" notion, they identify two 

contrasting types of faces, positive face and negative face; hence, 

positive politeness and negative politeness have been distinguished by 

Brown & Levinson (1987), If it is true that there is a difference in 

pragmatic strategies affected by power levels, the questions become: 

In what ways do pragmatic strategies differ due to the power relations? 

How is the distinction of politeness, both positive and negative, reflected 

in the power relations? Therefore, my first general question for this study 
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is stated as follows: 

(1) Do the power relations in the Chinese university settings 

influence their pragmatic strategies in disagreement? If so, In what 

ways? 

1.2.2 General Question II 

The above research question leads to another related research 

interest: "What does the relationship between the pragmatic strategies 

and the power relations tell us about the social culture of modern China?" 

Having observed the above issue, I have become more conscious of the 

social and cultural features of modern China through the realization of 

the language use in university settings. 

The rationale of the connection between language use and society Is 

widely considered and discussed in the literature. Casual conversation, 

the stuff of everyday social life, appears effortless, informal, and at times 

superficial. Yet, many of our social interactions are enacted through 

conversation. An awkward encounter, a disagreement between 

conversational partners, and we feel as if a whole system has gone awry. 

People's behavior in ordinary conversation is not as random as it 

sometimes appears, but reflects the social structures in which the 

momentary conversation takes place, as well as the nature of the 

participants' relationships to each other. Behavior constitutes and 
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maintains the larger social structure. Each interaction adds another 

strand to the web of soda! structure, holding in place the individual's role, 

the participants' status and the relationships between them. 

The analysis of culture is an interpretive task, for what appears on 

the surface of a given culture are ritualized and nneanlng-iaden behaviors 

that we must interpret in order to understand the culture and the matrix 

of meanings between speaker. Geertz (1973) says about ethnography, 

Doing ethnograpiiy is like trying to read (in the sense of "construct a 
reading of") a manuscript - foreign, faded, full of ellipses, incoherencies, 
suspicious emendations, and tendentious commentaries, but written not in 

conventionalized graphs of sound but in transient examples of shaped 

behavior (1973: 10). 

The ''transient examples of shaped behavior" of this group refers to 

talk. It is the way individuals talk, how they manage conflicts, come to 

resolutions, interrupt each other, get the floor, raise topics and tell 

stories. This verbal behavior is mysterious in that it is full of ellipses, 

gaps and holes. Meanings that are implicit to the group members are 

often indirect and thus unreadable to the observer. 

Interpreting the activities of a socio-cultural group and unraveling its 

social structure touches upon sociolinguistics and socio-pragmatics. 

"Reading the talk" is conducted with an ambitious endeavor for the 

current study. In fact, the present study is a combination of pragmatic 

study and ethnographic study. It looks into the social structure of higher 
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education of China through the language uses of the different types of 

status in the universities. 

Because of the fact that there is a great difficulty in understanding 

the very complex, nature of the bases and consequences of the 

consistently changing Chinese culture in higher education, no coherent 

literature has been presented in the study of this area. A number of 

scholars and researchers (e.g. Hong 2002, 1998; He 1998, among 

others) (see 3.1 & 3.2, Chapter 3) maintain that Confucianism is still a 

guiding principle of Chinese norms and social values, especially in the 

higher education setting, On the other hand, Ho (1990) shows value 

orientations of Chinese students shifting toward individualism (from 

collectivism), materialism (from idealism), less ambition, and less 

obedience after exposure and adaptation to Westernization, which is not 

following Confucian guides, Yang and Cheng (1987) found similar results 

by measuring five value factors. They concluded that during the process 

of societal modernization, Chinese people have become more 

individually oriented, as seen in their familism and other focused 

relationships decreasing in magnitude and their self-independent, 

competitive, and democratic orientations increasing in importance. 

These Inconsistent observations suggest a question: Is still the guiding 

principle of the culture in higher education of modern China? I question 
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the guiding function of Confucianism because since 1949 Revolutions has 

greatly weakened the impact of Confucian doctrines on Chinese social 

policies and cultural adaptation. This is especially true since the Cultural 

Revolution of 1966-1976 and opening and reform period that began In 

1980. I, therefore, attempt to find an answer to that question, and 

elucidate the new cultural features of modern China today by 

illuminating the relationship between pragmatic strategies and power 

relations with an empirical study with a combination of statistics, 

observation and interview, which has been done little in this field. Thus, 

comes the second general question of this study: 

(2) What do the pragmatic strategies in disagreement reflect in 

Chinese cultural dynamics in higher education of the contemporary 

China? 

The above two questions are fundamental research questions for the 

study. Through these specific research questions, the study provides a 

first step toward understanding the nature of Chinese pragmatics 

involving power relations, as well as the new features of the Chinese 

culture and society today. 

1.2.3 General Question III 

The third question has to do with a controversial issue in pragmatics 

and power, which is one of the more interesting subjects related to the 
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dimension of pragmatic theories and social factors. This controversial 

issue was initiated by Harris (1995) in her article "Pragmatics and Power". 

She questions Grice's notion that cooperation can provide sufficient 

grounding in itself for interaction. By criticizing Grice's concept of 

rationality, she asserts that Grice has failed to build into his version of 

''universal pragmatics" a social and political dimension, due to the 

uncertainty whether what counts as true, sufficient, relevant and clear 

(Gricean maxims) can be meaningful apart from the social and political 

contexts of particular speech acts. She concludes, "Neither Grice nor 

Habermas at present provide a conceptual framework which can 

adequately and easily be applied to handle natural language data" 

(Harris 1995: 131). 

Inconsistent with Harris, Kitis (1999) advocates Grice's maxim of 

Relevance as a supermaxim of Global Relevance, which is socially 

determined and embedded within the action-structure of representa­

tions of events. She argues that just because language is firmly placed 

within structured social domains and events, linguistic behavior within 

them is structured and largely predictable in the social structure and 

conceptual world. In her conclusion, Kitis stresses his suggestion that 

forms of the CP can be incorporated with the structure of event models 

with a view to systematizing the implementation of maxims within rather 
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concrete contexts, which can be defined both socially and politically. She 

concludes, "In our analyses, we need to be oriented towards a greater 

appreciation of the overpowering maxim of Relevance, a relevance that 

represses, allocates and constrains the (degree of) activation of other 

maxims in configurations determining discursive formations" (Kitis 1999: 

663). 

In agreement with Kitis (1999), I assume that natural discourses (at 

least in Chinese) involving social factors, can be accounted with the 

maxim of Relevance, since they are related to social background and 

regulated by participant goals that are specified within events, I also find 

that neither Grice's maxims of Quality and Quantity nor Habermas' 

(1990, 1984) "validity claim" (see 2,1.3, Chapter 2) at present provide a 

conceptual framework which can adequately and easily be applied to 

handle natural language data, especially, in the "discourse type" of 

participants' unequal rights proposed by Holdcroft (1979). I intend to 

provide examples from the natural data I observe in the university 

settings of China to demonstrate the powerful function of the maxim of 

Relevance. My third general question follows from this: 

(3) How does the maxim of relevance in Grice's CP dominate the 

analysis of communicative interactions Involving power? 

1.3 Definition of Power 
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The term "power" poses many problems for social scientists today 

because of the inherent ambiguity of the term. Depending on the context, 

power can mean control or influence, it can be physical or political, and 

one can possess power in one domain or in many different domains. 

Indeed, there is little agreement among social scientists as to the 

definition of power, and many researchers do not even attempt to 

provide an explanation of what they mean when they use the word. For 

the purposes of this study, I will review some interpretations of the 

notion of power, drawing from each to derive a definition. 

First, Archer (1985) suggests that one way of viewing power "is to 

analyze power in terms of an Imbalance or asymmetry in relationships" 

(149). For example, women have been denied equal rights by men. 

Analyzing this view in terms of the professor-student relation, it is often 

the case that professors have the "upper hand". Shuy (1987) also views 

power In terms of asymmetry, but then builds on his definition by 

discussing power in terms of language and social status: 

Power is a matter of unequal balance, with one side overbalanced in one 

direction and the other side under balanced in that direction. Power 
inmbalances in language stern from a number of sources, including a person's 
ability with the language itself, his social status in relation to the other 
person, constraints imposed by the topic, age differences, and many others 
(p43). 

Fairclough (1989) also sees a connection between power and other 
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factors. He writes, ''We can say ttiat power in discourse Is to do with the 

powerful participants controlling and constraining the contributions of 

non-powerful participants". Fairclough (1989) draws a distinction 

between "power behind discourse", which focuses on "how orders of 

discourse, as dimensions of the social institutions of societies, and 

themselves shaped and constituted by relations of power", and "power in 

discourse", which is "concerned with discourse as a place where relations 

of power are actually exercised and enacted" (p42). 

Lakoff (1990) suggests "even the most innocent and well-

intentioned conversational gambits entail power strategies" (pl8). 

Taking into account of these notions and definitions, without 

duplicating them, my study defines power as status: professors, 

administrators, and students are on a hierarchy, from powerful to 

powerless. The "power relations" refer to the relations of professor to 

student and administrator to student, and vice versa. I prefer 

categorizing this type of power as "power behind discourse", which is 

relatively permanent and stable. It restrains the level of power that the 

participants exercise and the event outcome that the participants 

negotiate. (I find that, in general, less powerful participants yield at the 

end of a disagreement). "Power in discourse" is relatively temporary and 

dynamic, which might be earned by a powerless participant during a 
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discourse. For example, at that moment or on that topic, if an individual 

possesses more knowledge or information, he/she becomes powerful 

over others, including the person who holds permanent "power behind 

discourse". 

Based on Ng (1980), I classify the source of power in status in 

China's universities into five types; knowledge, information, responsibi­

lities, coercion, and rewards and penalties (see 5.5.2, Chapter 5). 

The related term used in the current study is ''power relations". The 

"power relations" refer to the relationship between students and 

professors, students and administrators involving power. 

1.4 Summary 

In this Chapter, I have presented the rationale and significance for 

conducting the present study, three basic research questions, and the 

definition of power. 

This study contributes to both interdisciplinary academic fields and 

to practical issues in cross-cultural interactions. The academic and 

intellectual significance is roughly summarized in four ways: 

(1) The field of language and power is characterized by a lack of 

pragmatic perspective to look at the relationship of language and power. 

The present study may uncover the characteristics of power and the 

nature of the relationship between language strategy and social power 
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relations in disagreement in Chinese higher education. Conventional 

approaches to Chinese cultural analysis have not used this approach. 

(2) The long-established practice of analyzing Chinese culture within 

a Confucian context needs critical examination for the reason that great 

changes have taken place in China since the Cultural Revolution of 

1966-1976. The pace of change has escalated since the "opening and 

reform" policies began in the early 1980s. This study attempts to avoid 

offering just another piece of evidence to the existing conclusion about 

the nature of the contemporary Chinese culture. 

(3) Whether CP, or a maxim of CP, is applicable to an account and a 

clarification of a natural discourse needs to be examined with an 

empirical study. The present study Is set to fulfill the task. 

(4) A combination of both quantitative and qualitative methods, 

especially the application of a statistic method to a sociopragmatic study 

is a bold endeavor, and the expectation of success in the specific design 

and measurement will' be a contribution to the methodology for 

pragmatic research. 

The practical significance of this study lies In the provision of 

knowledge of the cultural concept Involving power in Chinese higher 

education settings, which will help international students to understand 

and act appropriately in Chinese universities, and will inform research on 
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comparative culture and on Chinese higher education. 

The basic questions on which this study is founded are listed as 

follows: 

(1) Do the power relations in Chinese university settings influence 

their pragmatic strategies in disagreement? If yes, in what ways? 

(2) What do the pragmatic strategies in disagreement reflect about 

cultural dynamics in contemporary Chinese institutions of higher 

education? 

(3) How does the maxim of relevance in Grice's CP dominate the 

analysis of communicative interactions involving power? 

For the purpose of this study, I define power as status: professors, 

administrators, and students are on a hierarchy from powerful to 

powerless. The "power relations" refer to the relations of professor to 

student, and administrator to student, and vice versa. 

I classify the sources of power and status in China's universities into 

five types: knowledge, information, responsibilities, coercion, rewards 

and penalties (see 5.5.2, Chapter 5). 
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CHAPTER 2 

THEORETICAL FOUNDATIONS 

2.0 Overview 

Since this is an interdisciplinary study, it refers to various academic 

areas. Firstly, it refers to the relationship between power and pragnnatics. 

Thus, after a general review of the different perspectives on power, I 

discuss the association of the chief theories in pragmatics, the Speech 

Acts theory, and the Cooperative Principle (CP), with power. Secondly, I 

view the connection of pragmatic theory and disagreement, since the 

study is involved in the situation of disagreement. The literature review 

focuses on Bach & Harnish's (1979) "constative" notion, because the 

situation design of the Discourse Completion Test (DCT) is based on this 

notion. Thirdly, for the reason that disagreement is a face-threatening 

act (FTA), the study of pragmatic strategies and power relations has a lot 

to do with politeness theory. In the review of politeness theory, Brown & 

Levinson's (1987) perception of Power, Distance, and Rank of imposition 

(PDR) is taken as a significant reference. Lastly, the setting of 

investigation, and the analyses of data of this empirical study will involve 

social factors: higher education reform, economic reform, and culture 



change in China, therefore, some dimensions of language and society 

are looked at. 

2.1 Language and Power 

2.1.1 Different perspectives on power 

The question "what is power" has been discussed by many scholars 

and various definitions of power in sociology and sociolinguistics have 

been proposed (Bloch 1975, IMIiller 1976, Wrong 1979, Paine 1981, 

Kramarae et. al. 1984, Tannen 1987, Brown & Levinson 1987, 

Weatherford 1987, Lakoff 1990, IMg & Bradac 1993, Fairclough 1989, 

2001, Rees-Milier 2000). Although approach to study language and 

power are varied, they can be characterized into two categories: First, 

Bloch (1975), among others, focuses on the ways in which political 

language is shaped by the social situation in which it takes place. He 

stresses that, "Oratorical power cannot be attributed to the speaker" 

(p85). Fairclough (2001) sets forth an analysis of "power in discourse" 

and of "power behind discourse". He asserts, '"power In discourse' is to 

do with powerful participants controlling and constraining the 

contributions of non-powerful participant" (p38). His idea of "power 

behind discourse" is that the whole social order of discourse is put 

together and held together as a hidden effect of power, 

Second approach to the study of language and power is exemplified 



by the collection of papers edited by Paine in which the authors focus on 

the individual's ability to create the ''mood" of an interaction. Paine 

(1981) stresses the relationship between individuals as social actors. He 

views the discourses from the perspective of the individual interaction 

negotiating meaning with others, rather than in terms of the cultural and 

sociopolitical structures affecting communicative interaction. In agree­

ment with Paine, Some sociolinguists stand against the ''static" power 

notion. Tannen (1987) states, "Power may be there in different forms 

and in different ways - all constantly changing in dynamic response to 

the behavior of others." (p5) This group of sociolinguists regards 

persuasion, effectiveness, influence etc. in verbal interactions as power. 

In my view, the two different notions of power adopt different 

perspectives on the study of language and power. From the theoretical 

study of these distinct discussions, I carefully consider, without intending 

to prove the correctness of either, which notion of power I should 

describe in my study to clarify what I am seeking to research in language 

and power. As I defined in Chapter 1 (see 1.3), my study defines power 

as status: professors, administrators and students are on a hierarchy, 

from powerful to powerless. The presentation of this type of power 

involves knowledge, information, coercion, responsibility, and rewards 

and penalties. 
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2.1.2 Speech acts theory and power 

The basic insights of speech acts are offered by the work of 

philosophers (Austin 1962; Grice 1968, 1975; Searle 1969, 1979; Bach 

&. Harnish 1979). The work is based on the assumption that the minimal 

units of human communication are not linguistic expressions, but rather 

the performance of certain kinds of acts, such as making statements, 

asking questions, giving directions, requesting, apologizing, and so on. 

Speech act theory, besides directness, includes indirectness in terms 

of indirect speech acts, instances where a speaker says one thing and 

means what is said, but also means something else: "cases in which one 

illocutionary act Is performed indirectly by way of performing another" 

(Searle 1975: 60). From different perspectives, power in speech acts is 

viewed in distinct ways. Taking power as a "dynamic" process in an 

interactive discourse, Tannen (1993) claims that indirectness is found in 

the speech of both those with power and those without. However, form a 

perspective of "static" power in social or constitutional settings, 

Rundquist (1998) argues that people in power do use indirect utterances 

to communicate with people of lower status. 

Leech (1983) distinguishes between pragmaiinguistics, the linguistic 

end of pragmatics which refers to "the particular resources that a given 

language provides for conveying particular iliocutions," and socio-
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pragmatics, the sociological inter face of pragmatics, which studies the 

ways in which pragmatic performance is subjected to specific social 

conditions (pll). Variations in the use of speech acts may thus be 

subject to the effect of social parameters, as is the case with all variation 

in linguistic behavior. Which aspects of social relations are important in 

determining variation in speech acts? One of the major findings that 

emerge from studies in this area is that degrees of power between 

participants are among the most important factors. Ervin-Tripp (1982) 

found that children as young as two years of age are sensitive to the 

relative power of speaker and addressee. Israeli children and adults vary 

the indirectness of their requests according to the relative power of the 

addressee; using less direct requests to hearers in a dominant position 

(Blum-Kulka et al. 1986). 

As Brown and Levinson (1987: 80) argue that if"distance" and "Rank 

of imposition" are held constant and have small values (e.g. if S and H 

know each other by sight, and the imposition is a request for free goods), 

the two utterances, 

(1) Excuse me sir, would it be all right if I smoke? 

(2) Mind if I smoke? 

would be said by speakers with different power. Our intuitions are that (1) 

might be said by an employee to his boss, while (2) might be said by the 
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boss to the employee in the same situation. Here, power is the only 

factor that affects the choice of speech act performance between (1) and 

(2). 

2.1.3 Co-operative Principle (CP) and power 

Most influential on linguistics has been the work of Grice (1975), who 

sets out to establish Cooperation as a general principle governing 

"conversation" which is never explicitly defined but interpreted very 

generally by Grice as communication. Echoing Kant, Grice identifies four 

maxims - Quantity (being informative), Quality (being truthful), 

Relations (being relevant) and Manner (being clear) - which form the 

basis of his Cooperative Principle. 

On the question whether Grice's CP and its maxims are equally 

applicable in all discourse types, especially in an institutional discourse, 

not a few philosophers and sociolinguists (Kitis 1999, Attardo 1997, 

Cooke 1994, Harris 1995, Hoidcroft 1979, 1992; Koutoupis-Kitis 1982, 

Sacks 1975, Sarangi & Stefaan 1992) have offered different answers, 

Hoidcroft (1979) identifies those discourses in which the participants do 

not have equal rights: 

"Discourse rights can be unequal because the participation of one party, 
but not the other, is not voluntary, or because one party, but not the other, 
has no say in the choice of subject matter, or because one party, but not the 
other, has no right to terminate the discourse, etc." (pl33) 



Holdcroft (1992) stresses that the interests of the participants in 

such discourses could be "very strongly opposed", and this raises 

problems with the form of cooperation that could obtain in such cases. 

He continues to argue that we understand such discourses institutionally, 

in which the CP, or some form of it, still applies, since its operation is 

implicit in the institution. 

Kitis (1999), in agreement with Holdcroft, advocates the maxim of 

relevance of CP. She argues for the necessity to postulate the maxim of 

Relevance socially defined and operating at a global level (Global 

Relevance). She also regards it as the most dominant social supermaxim, 

which needs to be seen as interacting primarily between social domains 

or events and linguistic formations, that is, it is an interaction between 

types of situation and the linguistic behavior that is enjoined within such 

structures as default models of discourse. She asserts, "Power relations 

manifested in linguistic behavior will be inscribed within these default 

discourse types in the form of both structures and linguistic items" 

(p657). Levinson (1981) also points up different kinds of "goal-interlock" 

and different degrees of cooperation. He argues that interactants who 

have conflicting goals on a higher level can still cooperate on lower-order 

goals. 

Habermas (1990) attempts to embed the study of language within a 
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more general theory of social action and supplies. In his work, the social 

and political dimension of "universal pragmatics" is missing in Grice. He 

proposes a series of 'Validity claims", which act as a set of general 

principles on which all communication is based. The "validity claims" are 

founded on Truth (agreement based on a truth claim), Truthfulness 

(agreement based on a speaker's sincerity), and Tightness (agreement 

based on normative social rules and/or legitimately ordered interperson­

al relationships). 

Harris (1995) reasons that Habermas's (1990) commitment to truth 

goes beyond that of Grice and signifies the promise to attain a rational 

consensus, especially in the public sphere, in an attempt to link the 

political and the linguistic in a fundamental way. "By focusing on 

communication as social action, Habermas (1990) foregrounds language 

not only as the primary means of understanding and agreement but also 

as the potential instrument of power and inequality" (pi 19). Harris 

(1995) questions whether cooperation as an abstract concept provides 

sufficient grounding in itself for interaction. She considers that most 

serious failure of Grice is not building his "universal pragmatics" into a 

social and political dimension. 
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2.2 Disagreement and Pragmatic Theory 

2.2.1 A definition of disagreement within Speech Act theory 

Searle (1968) sees an illocutionary speech act as the production of a 

linguistic token by a rational addresser who has intent to convey a 

message. By stating the necessary and sufficient conditions for a speech 

act to occur, it should be possible to extract a set of rules defining what 

constitutes a specific speech act. For speech acts such as directives 

(requests and orders) or commissives (promises), certain felicity 

conditions must be met, namely (Searle 1975): 

(1) Preparatory condition: Is it within the power of the requestee or 
promiser to perform the action named in the speech act? 

(2) Sincerity condition; does the speaker sincerely desire that the 

future action be accomplished? 

(3) Propositlonal content condition: Does the speaker predicate a 

future action? 
(4) Essential condition: Does the speech act count as a request or 

promise? 

The act of disagreement (one disagreeing response to a constative in 

a situation) is not a directive or commissive in Searle's taxonomy; unlike 

a directive or commissive, disagreement is reactive, requiring a prior 

utterance from an interlocutor (Sornig 1977: 364). This has implications 

for the study of disagreement, in contrast with ways in which requests, 

for example, have been studied. Because the act of disagreement relies 

on a prior utterance, it is important to study the speech act of 
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disagreement within the context of the discourse In which it occurs. The 

act of disagreement occurs when a speaker S considers untrue some 

proposition P uttered or presumed to be espoused by an addressee A, 

This presupposes that A previously uttered or otherwise made known 

some proposition P, and the speaker S has the intent of asserting or 

otherwise making known "Not P" (Rees-Miller 1995). 

2.2.2 Disagreement in constatives 

Bach & Harnish (1979) classify types of iilocutionary acts based on 

types of expressed attitudes, modifying Austin's (1962) and Searle's 

(1975) taxonomies of iilocutionary acts. "Constatives" is included in the 

four main types of acts that Bach & Harnish' taxonomy. They define 

constatives as "express the speaker's belief and his intention or desire 

that the hearer have or form a like belief" (p41). They demonstrate 

fifteen kinds of constatives with careful analyses. They are Assertives, 

Predictlves, Retrodictives, Descriptives, Aschptives, Informatives, 

ConfirmativeSf Concessives, Retractives, Assentives^ Dissentives, 

Dlsputatlves, Responsives Suggestives, Suppositives. 

Since disagreement, unlike a directive or commissive, is reactive, 

the act of disagreement relies on a prior utterance. It is important to 

study disagreement within the context of the discourse in which it occurs. 

The prior utterance within the context of the discourse should rationally 
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be a constatlves, as "a constative is the expression of a belief, together 

with the expression of an intention that the hearer form (or continue to 

hold) a like belief" (Bach & Harnish 1979: 42). In other words, if the prior 

utterance is an expression of a belief P (a constative), and if the reactive 

expression is a "not P", or refuse to take or continue to hold that P, 

disagreement occurs. If the prior utterance is a directive (e.g. request), 

a commissive (e.g. promise), or an acknowledgment (e.g. apologize), 

there is no belief P; thus, ''not ?" will not occur. 

Bach & Harnish's (1979: 42) fifteen kinds of constatives are of the 

most comprehensive and explicit taxonomy with a great many types of 

illocutlonary acts in detail. Eight of them are listed here as a 

demonstration of their merit, and of the preset of the prior utterance in 

the situational design for my questionnaires (see Chapter 4); 

(a) Assertives (simple): 
In uttering e, S asserts that P if S expresses: 
!. the belief that P, and 

ii. the intention that H believe that P. 
(b) Predictives 

In uttering e, S predicts that P if S expresses: 
i. the belief that If will be the case that P, and 
ii. the intention that H believe that it will be the case that P. 

(c) Descriptives 
In uttering e, S describes o as F if S expresses: 
i, the belief that o is F, and 
ii. the intention that H believe that o is F, 

(d) Informatives 
In uttering e, S informs H the P if S expresses: 
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I, the belief that P, and 
ii. the intention that H form the belief that P. 

(e) Retractives 
In uttering e, S retracts the claim that P If S expresses: 
I. that he no longer believes that P, contrary to what he previously 

indicated he believed, and 
ii. the intention that H not believe that P. 

(f) Dissentives 
In uttering e, S dissents from the claim that P if S expresses: 
i. the disbelief that P, contrary to what was claimed by H (or was 

otherwise under discussion), and 

ii. the intention that H disbelieve that P. 
(g) Responsives 

In uttering e, S responds that P if S expresses: 
i. the belief that P, which H has inquired about, and 

ii. the intention that H believe that P. 

(h) Suggestives 
In uttering e, S suggests that P if S expresses: 
i. the belief that there is reason, but not sufficient reason, to believe that 

P, and 
ii. the intention that H believe that there is reason, but not sufficient 

reason, to believe that P. 

2.3 Politeness Theory 

2.3.1 General observations 

A speech act is by nature a social act that occurs within a community 

of speakers who abide by certain tacit rules; these rules make discourse 

both comprehensible and generally acceptable. Speakers may be 

assumed to cooperate in creating sense in conversation, thus following 

Grice's (1968) Cooperative Principle and its attendant maxims. However, 

people often do not say exactly what they mean but instead rely on 

indirect expression whereby one iliocutionary act is cloaked in the form 



of another (Searle 1975) and is understood by participants by way of 

innplicature (Grice 1968). In order for this understanding to occur, the 

hearer must engage in a problem-solving process based on the words 

used by the speaker, the context, general knowledge of the world, and 

the hearer's knowledge of the speaker. This process is costly in terms of 

time and efficiency of communication (Clark 1978). Thus, other forces 

besides just efficiency and clarity of communication are t work providing 

benefits that offset the costs of loss of efficiency. In addition to 

requirements for speakers to be clear, there are potentially contradictory 

forces requiring speakers to be polite in order to maintain social harmony 

(Goffman 1967; Lakoff 1973; Leech 1983), and it is to an exploration of 

politeness that we now turn, 

2.3.2 Politeness 

What does it mean to be polite? As Fraser (1990) points out, 

although a great deal of ink has been spilled on the subject of politeness, 

concise definitions are in short supply. Lakoff (1973) recognized the 

conflicting requirements of clarity and politeness and formulated three 

rules that guide polite behavior. The satisfaction of these rules depends 

in part on the relative power and social intimacy or distance of speaker 

and hearer: (1) don't Impose; (2) give options; (3) be friendly. However, 

Lakoffs three rules do not casually define what politeness is. Recognizing 



the tension between Grice's Cooperative Principle and social needs, 

Leech (1983: 81) proposes a Politeness Principle defined as; l^aximize 

expression of beliefs favorable to the hearer, and minimize expression of 

beliefs unfavorable to the hearer. Leech then proposes six maxims of the 

Politeness Principle that he claimed guided politeness in the same way 

that Grice's maxims guided clarity. However, the definition offered by 

Green (1989) is somewhat more general and will serve as a concise 

definition; politeness is used to mean "whatever means are employed to 

display consideration for one's addressee's feelings (or face), regardless 

of the social distance between the speaker and addressee" (pl45). 

2.3.3 Face 

The most detailed accounts of politeness utilize the notion of face 

(Fraser 1990). Goffman (1967) proposes the term face as "the positive 

social value a person effectively claims for himself ... and image of self 

delineated in terms of approved social attributes" (p5). On the dual 

bases of self-respect and consideration fro others, a person will seek to 

maintain his own face and the face of others in order to preserve social 

relationships (Goffman 1967: 11, 41). 

Goffman's notion of face was developed by Brown and Levinson 

(1987) In their extended treatment of politeness. Brown and Levinson 

conceive a ''Mode! Person" who is a willful, fluent, and rational speaker 



with the ability to choose a particular means to achieve a desired end. 

The Model Person has both positive and negative faces with attendant 

face-wants or face-needs that reflect the contradictory needs of 

solidarity with others and autonomy from others. Positive face is defined 

as the need of each person to be approved of, to have others share the 

same wants. Negative face is defined as the desire of each person to be 

unhindered, to avoid being imposed upon by others (Brown & Levinson 

1987: 62). Politeness consists of both positive politeness and negative 

politeness. Positive politeness means that the Model Person seeks to 

serve the positive face-wants of others; negative politeness means that 

the Model Person seeks to avoid imposing on the negative face-wants of 

others, it is to the mutual advantage of Model Persons to maintain their 

own and each other's face, both positive and negative (Brow & Levinson 

1987; 58-60). 

2.3.4 Politeness and disagreement 

It is assumed that some speech acts, by their nature, pose a threat 

to the positive or negative face of the speaker or hearer. Disagreement 

may be one such face-threatening act (FTA), although researchers such 

as Schiffrin (1984) and Wierzbicka (1991) have contended that 

argumentativeness in some ethnic communities shows interest and 

involvement in an interlocutor's topic of conversation and is hence a 



means by which solidarity Is established. Within Brown and Levinson's 

framework, disagreement poses a threat to the addressee's positive face 

since it indicates that the speaker does not share the addressee's wants 

or beliefs (Brown & Levinson 1987; 66). The act of disagreement may 

also pose a threat to the speaker's positive face if the speaker cannot 

support or defend his position and is thus shown up as Ignorant (Brown 

& Levinson 1987: 68). If a speaker S wishes to assert "Not P" in 

contradiction of an addressee A's assertion P, and if S wishes to preserve 

social harmony, S must do so In a way that social bonds are not 

permanently broken. Conventions of politeness holding within a 

community of speakers may demand that ''ISIot P" be performed either 

with some form of redress to the hearer's face or indirectly so that the 

illocutionary force of the speech act is ambiguous (Brown & Levinson 

1987: 68-74). 

In performing acts in disagreement, speakers can choose from a 

number of possible strategies. One strategy is simply not to perform the 

act at all, while there are a number of options if the speaker chooses to 

perform the act. If the speaker chooses to petform the speech act 

directly and unambiguously, linguistic forms can nevertheless be used to 

redress the threat to the hearer's negative or positive face. To increase 

feelings of companionship and smear the hearer's positive face, the 



speaker can use partial agreement, colloquial language, and the first 

person plural (Lakoff 1973, Brown & Levinson 1987: 68-74), Conversely^, 

be establishing distance, the speaker lessens the threat to the hearer's 

negative face and decreases the imposition on the hearer (Lakoff 1973). 

To establish distance, the speaker can use interrogatives in place of 

declaratives, hedges that soften the illocutionary force of the utterance, 

and impersonal and passive forms (Brown i8t Levinson 1987: 131). If the 

speaker chooses to perform the speech act "off-record", he may use an 

indirect form, cloaking one speech act in the guise of another (Brown & 

Levinson 1987, Searle 1975), 

2.3.5 Politeness and indirectness 

In the literature on politeness and indirectness, it is often argued 

that indirectness is equivalent to politeness. Leech (1983: 108) suggests 

that given the same prepositional content, it is possible "to increase the 

degree of politeness by using a more and more indirect kind of illocutlon. 

Indirect illocutions tend to be more polite (a) because they increase the 

degree of optionality, and (b) because the more indirect an illocution is, 

the more diminished and tentative its force tends to be". However, 

Blum-Kulka (1987) proposes a notion contrary to this theory of 

politeness. She argues that, at least for requests, two types of 

indirectness: conventional and non-conventional, should be distinguish­
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ed; and that politeness (s associated with the conventional indirectness 

but not the non-conventional indirectness. 

Brown and Levinson (1987) suggest that conventional indirectness 

encodes the clash between the need to go ''on record", (e.g. to convey 

requesting force), and the need to avoid appearing coercive. In contrast, 

Blum-Kulka (1987) argues that the politeness of conventional 

indirectness is derived from the Interactional balance between 

"pragmatic clarity" and ''apparent noncoerciveness" achieved by these 

strategies. Thus, she suggests that ''pragmatic clarity" is an important 

element in politeness; "the most polite way of making a request is by 

appearing to be indirect without burdening the hearer with the actual 

cost of true indirectness (pl43). She concludes that politeness does not 

equal indirectness, nor is a longer utterance automatically more polite 

than a shorter one (Blum-Kulka 1987, Blum-Kulka & Olshtain, 1986). 

2.3.6 Power, distance, and rank of imposition 

Brown & Levinson (1987: 74) argue that the assessment of the 

seriousness of a face-threatening act involves the following factors in 

many and perhaps all cultures; 

(1) the "social distance" (D) of S and H (a symmetric relation) 

(ii) the relative "power" (P) of S and H (an asymmetric relation) 

(ill) the absolute "ranking" (R) of impositions in the particular 
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culture. 

The amount and kind of politeness that is applied to a certain speech 

act is determined by the "welghtiness" of the FTAx which is calculated by 

speakers from these variables. The calculation is explicated in the 

following formula, where x denotes a face-threatening act, S the speaker, 

and H the hearer: 

Wx ^ D(S,H)+P(H,S)+Rx 

Brown & Levinson (1987: 77) further explain the three factors as 

follows: 

P is the perceive power difference between hearer and speaker. 

"P(S,H) is the degree to which H can impose his own plans and his own 

self-evaluation (face) at the expense of S's plans and self-evaluation" 

(p77) jj^gy classify the sources of P into two types: "material control" 

and "metaphysical control". Either of them may be authorized and 

unauthorized. The "Material control" refers to the speaker holds a control 

over economic distribution and physical force; while the "metaphysical 

control" refers to the speaker possesses a control over the actions of 

others, by means of force based on social status or rank. They claim that 

in most cases an individual's power is obtained from both of these 

sources, or is regarded to overiap them, 

D is the perceived social distance between the hearer and speaker. In 



many cases, D is thought to be an assessment of how often the S and H 

interact and what kind of material or non-material goods (including face) 

they exchange. An important part of the assessment of D, as Brown & 

Lenvinson assume, will usually be measures of social distance based on 

stable social attributes. The reflex of social closeness is the mutual giving 

and receiving of positive face. 

R of impositions is the cultural and situational ranking of the speech 

act - how 'threatening" or "dangerous" it is perceived to be within a 

specific culture. The rank of impositions is scaled by the degree to which 

It is considered to interfere with an agent's negative- and positive-face 

wants. By Brown & Lenvinson, there are probably two such ranks as are 

identified for negative-face FTAs; that is, (i) rank of impositions of 

service (including the cost of time) and (ii) rank of impositions of groods 

(including non-material goods like information). For (i), the obligation to 

do the service, and the enjoyment not to do the service, determine 

lessening of certain impositions on a given actor; for (ii), reasons why 

the actor should not do the acts, and reasons why the actor could not do 

them, determine increasing of the certain impositions. 

On the basis of the outcome of the calculation, Wx = D(S,H) + P(H,S) 

+ Rx, speakers select a specific strategy according to which they 

structure their communicative contributions. When speakers find 



themselves in a situation where a FTA may have to be perfornied, for 

example, they want the window opened but cannot reach it, their 

calculations lead to the decision. Once a decision has been make, the 

speaker selects the appropriate linguistic means by which to accomplish 

the chosen strategy, Different linguistic means are associated with 

specific strategic choices, thus for a request, a straight imperative is a 

bald-on~record strategy ("Open the window"), prefacing the request with 

a compliment constitutes a positive politeness strategy ("What a lovely 

hat you're wearing..."), using conventional indirectness constitutes a 

negative politeness strategy C'Could you open the window?"), hinting 

qualifies as an off-record strategy ("These fries could use some more 

salt"), while quietly assessing down a tasteless dinner would be an 

appropriate way of not doing the FTA. 

2.4 Language and Society 

2.4.1 Language and culture 

The concern with the role of speech in the creation and affirmation of 

cultural identity has been central in the work of ethnographers of 

speaking, the research program launched by Hymes (1977,1972). Work 

done in this area is based on the assumption that speech communities 

share detectable patterns of speech, and that such "cultural ways of 

speaking" provide an important domain for the exploration of speech as 
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a cultural phenomenon, 

Hymes (1977, 1972), based on the work of ethnographers of 

speech, launched enthusiastic studies on the role of speech in the 

creation and verification of cultural identity. It is assumed that speech 

communities share detectable patterns of speech, and that such 

"cultural ways of speaking" provide an important domain for the 

exploration of speech as a cultural phenomenon. (Blum-Kulka et. al. 

1989). 

The students are members of a training institute, a community that 

Gumperz (1989) would call a "community of the mind", as opposed to a 

"community on the ground". It Is a group of people held together by 

common interests, ideas, goals and tasks, rather than by a physical 

locality such as a neighborhood, village or region. This particular 

community is representative of a type of political, social or educational 

group consisting of people who are linked together by their identification 

with a set of ideals. The community is held with interaction through 

language. People maintain their social structures and cultures through 

talk; and their social relationships are constrained by the social rules and 

cultural conception involving power. 

Contrary to the traditional conception, Searle (1995) argues that 

there is no opposition between culture and biology, and that culture is 
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the form that biology takes, because the mental is simply a set of 

physical features of the brain at a higher level of description than that of 

neurons. Searle (1995) believes that there is no "radical break" on the 

continuum "from an ontology of biology to an ontology that includes 

cultural and institutional forms" (p227); and that the connections 

between biology and culture are consciousness and intentionality. He 

stresses that culture Is the manifestation of collective intentionality. He 

suggests that brute reality provides the unarguable foundation for all 

social reality (such as money, marriage, government, and universities), 

and that the very real social reality is maintained by nothing more than 

custom and habit. The function of language is "that of representing, in 

one or other of the possible speech act modes, objects and states of 

affairs in the world" (p228). 

2.4.2 Verbal power and status 

Verbal Interaction, as Brown & Levlnson (1987) suggest, is 

constrained by the social relationships between the interactants: their 

status, their proximity or distance, amount of contact, by the demands of 

a particular social situation, and finally, by the norms and values of the 

particular speech community. The social constraints of a network, shared 

values, expectations or social relationships provide the structure within 

which speakers choose variables to construct pragmatic strategies. 
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Watts (1991) points out that status can be expressed as the degree 

of centrality a member displays in the emergent network. It also 

encompasses the content of the links from that member to others as the 

emergent network is built up. He claims that a member's status is the 

degree to which her/his own self-image or positive face corresponds to 

the perceptions of the other members. "Status is a prerequisite of power 

but it is not necessarily co-extensive with it," (pl76} 

According to Brown (1996:41), ''A society in which the asymmetrical 

status rule is pervasive suggests hierarchical organization whereas the 

symmetrical Intimacy rule suggests pluralistic equality". He claims that 

there is an unequal social relationship in all societies, and that there 

should be a particular rule for the development of familiarity between 

status Inequalities. "Status may be assumed to flow between unequals 

and so the junior member of a dyad of unequals should generally have 

more to gain from increased closeness than the senior member." (p43) 

He assumes that it is appropriate to say that the junior is always ready, 

while the senior is not, to Increase closeness. The reason is that if Juniors 

freely initiated moves to decrease distance, they might frequently 

experience refusals, and that would create strain in the social 

relationship. Meanwhile, the senior would be the Gatekeeper to minimize 

conflict. 
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2.5 Higher Education of China 

2,5.1 Traditional Ideology 

The society of the People's Republic of China (China, hereafter), is 

particulariy characterized by historic change. Influenced by Confucian 

ideology, ancient China, starting from the Tang Dynasty (618 - 907), 

officially established the Innperfal Examination System. A hierarchical 

society was formed with those scholars of excellent merit who passed the 

highest level of the examination occupying the top level of the hierarchy. 

The people bore it firmly in mind "to honor the teacher and revere his 

teachings". This cultural concept was kept for more than 2000 years. 

In the so-called "Cultural Revolution" initiated by Mao Zedong in 

1966, the Confucian ideology was severely criticized. Mao and his 

followers awarded university enrollments to the politically virtuous 

without academic examinations (Shirk 1982:45). Both the higher rank 

administrators and professors in the universities were thought of as 

"anti-revolutionary academic authorities", who had to be brought down. 

In the minds of the young generation of students, people who held 

higher academic positions or who possessed rich scientific knowledge 

were guilty and looked down upon. 

Ten years of chaos ended in 1976, By 1978, the examination system 

was fully restored (Shirk 1982: 46). In 1981, Deng Xiaoping appealed all 



65 

the CCP members and common Chinese people, 'Yespect knowledge^ 

respect talents". Then access to universities and high-status jobs again 

was awarded on academic merit; and professors and administrative 

leaders in the universities were authorized to instruct students from 

powerful positions due to their higher status and higher level of 

knowledge. 

2.5.2 Reform and development 

Since enacting the "reform and open policies" at the beginning of 

1980s, especially from the middle of 1990s, the higher education system 

of China has been changing extensively. The most critical change has 

been putting the focus on establishing a socialist market-driven economy 

that has generally formed China's fundamental educational policy 

reforms. One result of this change has been an increase in both access 

and quality of education at all levels (Zhao 1998). Additionally, the 

reform In 1990s has been one meeting the diversifying needs of a 

market-driven economy and sustainable social development. Especially, 

Higher education has enjoyed a rapid development. In 2003, the total 

enrollment of regular higher education institutions reached 3.82 million, 

617,000 more than that of last year, indicating an increase by 19% 

(Ministry of Education 2004). Ideally, although the intention of the recent 

education reforms has been aimed to address the students' overall 
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development in moral, intellectual, physical, aesthetics appreciation, 

and work skills, the most significant changes have been in the central 

governments, decreasing its financial responsibilities and encouraging 

lower level governments and communities to finance education (Wang 

2001). 

Among the reformed policies, three might be the most influential 

factors' that affect the relationships of professor and student, 

administrator and student, in the universities. First, an overall evaluation 

Qf the professors'teaching by the students has been performed. Second, 

the financial policy is changed from the tuition disbursed by the 

government to complete payment with personal funds. Third, the 

administrative authority has been shifted or partially shifted from the 

government down to the universities. In a word, the higher education 

system, as the system of all the other trades and professions in China 

has been reforming towards a private or collective responsibility system. 

2.6 Summary 

In this chapter, I review the literatures that provide a theoretical 

background for the present study. It is summarized into four categories. 

(1) Language and power. Attempting to bridge the two different 

approach to the study of language and power in the literature, I view 

power both a social interna! factor constraining interactants' pragmatic 



strategies, from which the cultural norms are reflected, and an individual 

strive that would affect the existing power relation. I accept the notion 

that degrees of power between participants are among the nnost 

innportant factors of variations in the use of speech acts, I question that 

CP as and abstract concept cannot give explanation to power factor in an 

interaction. 

(2) Disagreement and pragmatic theory. Following Searle's (1975) 

felicity conditions require for speech acts, and Bach & Harnish's (1979) 

constative definitions, I propose the felicity conditions for the act of 

disagreement, and find a rational to my design of the questionnaires in 

disagreement situations for the quantitative study. 

(3) Politeness theory. Within Brown & Levfnson's (1987) framework, 

I keep to the notion that disagreement poses a threat to the addressee's 

positive face since it indicates that the speaker does not share the 

addressee's wants or beliefs. According to Brown & Levinson (1987), the 

assessment of the seriousness of a face-threatening act chiefly involves 

the three factors: D, P, R. Thus, I presume that if D and R are controlled 

in the assessment, P is the sole factor of the seriousness. Meanwhile, I 

doubt that It is possible 'to Increase the degree of politeness by using a 

more and more indirect kind of illocution" (Leech 1983; 108), in light of 

B!um~Kulka's proposal. 
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(4) Language and society. Since the function of language is "that of 

representing, in one or other of the possible speech act modes, objects 

and states of affairs in the world" (Searle 1995: p228), and "cultural 

ways of speaking" provide an important domain for the exploration of 

speech as a cultural phenomenon. (Blum-Kulka et. al. 1989), I can apply 

the Chinese pragmatic strategies in disagreement I find to the 

exploration of the power relations in higher education as a cultural 

phenomenon. 

(5) In China's higher education, many dimensions of reform practice 

have brought about great changes in the field. The changes and 

developments are noticed by scholars both at home and abroad. I 

wonder whether the Confucian doctrines are still guiding principles which 

would still affect the language use of the students, faculty and staff in 

China's higher education; and how far the Chinese culture, especially 

hierarchical conception, could influence the pragmatic strategies in the 

higher education settings. 
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CHAPTER 3 

PREVIOUS RELATED STUDIES 

3.0 Overview 

Regarding language and power, numerous studies focus on 

male-female relationship, as well as on ethnic or politic topics, on 

medical or familial subjects. However, few show concern with the power 

relationship in higher education situations, and very few are interested in 

Chinese pragmatic strategies of the speakers in exercising and rejecting 

power. Nevertheless, four studies in the literature that is relatively more 

closely related to my study are brought up here. 

They are Hong's (2002) study of power and politeness in Chinese 

requests, He's study of refusal in second language learning, Rundquist's 

(1998) study of power and Indirectness, and Postiglione's (2002) study 

of the reform in Chinese higher education, 

3.1 Study of Power and Politeness in Chinese 

Hong (2002, also referring to her book, 1998) conducted an 

empirical study with questionnaires to examine the use of Chinese 

(Mandarin) directives. As she claims, the study is intended to look into 

the Chinese cultural and social values based on the theory of politeness 
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proposed by Brown & Levinson (1987). She stresses the "face" notion of 

the theory. Through quoting the three factors D, P, R, noticed by Brown 

& Levinson, she suggests that these factors affect the seriousness of an 

FTA, such as a request. 

The data was collected in the P. R. China with 48 subjects who were 

from various fields. The questionnaires were open with pre-designed 

situations. The subjects were explained the situations and relations 

between S and H in the conversational settings. Three situations were 

pre-designed, which reflected three types of power relations: higher 

level (professor) to lower level (student), equal relation (between 

classmates), and lower level (patient) to high level (doctor), in her terms. 

The subjects were asked to imagine themselves in the roles of the S and 

write down request expressions they would use for the particular 

situations. This type of data elicitation is called written "role-play" In 

pragmatic studies. 

The framework of Hong's study is to investigate the percentage of (1) 

the syntactic structures and (2) the supportive moves, used in the three 

situations reflecting the three power relations. Hong notices three types 

of syntactic structures to form directives In Chinese pragmatics: 

Declarative^ Interrogative# and Imperative. She classifies, according to 

Blum-Kulka's (1989) identification, seven types of supportive moves of 



Chinese directive, for example, Condition (e.g. If you have extra money, 

lend me some), Grounder (e.g. Drive your car away now! Parking is not 

allowed here.)/ Compliment (e.g. I am very interested in the book. Could 

you lend it to me?), including words and phrases to modify the Head Act 

(e.g. Please, excuse me; Is that OK?) The results are; in Situation 1 

more imperative (74%) and much less interrogative are used than in the 

other two situations, but fewer supportive moves (4) are used than 

Situation 2 (5) and Situation 3 (6). 

Her analyses of the degrees of politeness are made in terms of the 

percentage of the syntactic structures and the number of the supportive 

moves. She argues that the reason that a Chinese professor is reluctant 

to apply polite directive to students in Situation 1 has to do with the 

culture. She claims that it is part of Chinese culture that students must 

respect and obey their teacher or professor, since Confucius said, 

"education is superior to anything else in the world", and "If a person was 

your teacher for only one day, he is like your father in your whole life". 

Hong asserts, "This tradition, along with academic authority, determines 

the directive pattern of a professor to his/her students- This, special 

relationship makes it unnecessary for a professor to use polite devices in 

the directive" (2002: 69), To Situation 2, Hong claimed that the 

relationship between the classmates is considered as socially equal, so 
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that over-politeness In language devices is not expected. Based on the 

data, she suggests that power may not be the determining factor for the 

linguistic behavior in the student-student relationship. Situation 3 refers 

to the patient-doctor relationship, in which the linguistic variants of 

directives largely with the existence of H's power. 

Hong concludes: (1) the level of Situation 1 power (higher level 

making directive to lower level) has the lowest degree of politeness. It 

demonstrates that speakers adjust their directive strategies according to 

the relative social status to their hearers; (2) names and titles were 

applied frequently In all relations; (3) use of fewer supportive moves 

Indicates speaker's affirmatives and low degree politeness; (4) shorter 

directives (with less supportive moves) seem to have lower degree 

politeness and may imply speakers' superiority, authority, impatience 

and grievance to the hearers. She claims, 'Tower relation, along with 

Chinese aspects of politeness, controls Chinese directive strategies 

significantly" (2002: 72). 

Hong's study has the rare objective of relating power relation to 

Chinese culture through pragmatic theories. She notices that power 

relation affects pragmatic strategies. On the other hand, it is 

unsatisfactory on five counts. First, she considers politeness as 

completely equal to power, which is not true. Second, the cultural finding 
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and analysis she explores is limited to "politeness" based on Brown and 

Levinson's (1987) theory. The Chinese cultural features that I assume to 

be reflected in power relations are nnore than that, such as knowledge, 

information, coercion, responsibility, and rewards and penalties. Third, 

the study merely considers the strategies to exercise power by the 

powerful interactant; and ignores the degree of acceptance or rejection 

of the powerless interactant. Fourth, It is a single quantitative study (50 

subjects) that could not describe and analyze the occurrence in course of 

the live interactions, focusing on both individual strategy and social 

constraint. Last and most important, Hong does not try to control the 

other two factors (D and R) when she measures power, one of the three 

factors that may affect politeness according to Brown & Levinson's notion. 

I attempt to overcome these weaknesses in my study. 

3.2 Study of Refusal in Second Language Learning , 

He (1998) takes a cross-culture point of view to examine the 

differences of refusal strategies among Chinese native speakers, 

Chinese learners, and native speakers of American English. His study is 

focused on a discussion about the Interaction of cultural knowledge and 

linguistic skills in language use and acquisition. His theoretical 

foundation is the "face" notion of Brown & Levinson (1987, from He 

[1998]). He believes that refusals by their nature run contrary to the 
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"face wants" of the hearer and/or of the speaker. He notices that the 

Chinese acts of refusal are regulated by different face-concerns from 

Americans. Following Mao (1994, from He [1998]), he states that 

Chinese refusal is rooted in maintaining face, which is oriented toward a 

person's public image, which is realized through reciprocal avoidance of 

face-to-face confrontation. 

He believes that the different concerns and strategies of the Chinese 

from the Americans resulted from cultural differences. He maintains the 

view that the ideas and doctrines of Confucius (551-479 B. C), the 

famous educator, philosopher and statesman, "are still the guiding 

principles in contemporary Chinese culture" (p9). From reviewing 

Confucius' idea, he observes two fundamental principles in Chinese 

culture. One is that the whole society is hierarchically structured and 

everyone had one's own position. The other is that the Chinese culture 

holds the socialistic view of duty and devotion. Thus, joining the two, 

Chinese culture take it for grant that that everyone should fulfill his duty 

to the society in the position of the social hierarchy and should regard 

fulfilling the duty as his happiness. 

He uses two methods of data elicitatlon for his study: the Discourse 

Complete Tests (DOT) and Oral Role-Play (ORP). From these data, He 

obtains findings to al! the problems he intends to solve. Here I Just cite 
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his answers to the first question, "What are the types of refusal 

strategies used by Chinese native speakers", which is referred to in my 

own study. 

He finds seven frequent strategies used by Chinese native speakers: 

(1) Excuse, reason and explanation, 

(2) Questioning 

(3) Postponement 

(4) Statement of alternative 

(5) Direct refusal 

(6) Attempt to dissuade interlocutor 

(7) Avoidance. 

In terms of the strategies, He conducts statistical measures of the 

social factors, social status and social distance, affecting responses to 

the DCT task. For the Chinese native speakers, he finds that social status 

affects Chinese speakers in selecting refusal strategies greatly. This is 

because of the hierarchical ideology in Chinese culture. For the social 

distance factor, he claims that social distance has influence on Chinese 

strategy choice because Chinese culture Is socially oriented. 

Nevertheless, He's findings of the refusal strategies provide me with a 

reference to the data collection for my quantitative study. 
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3.3 study of Power and Indirectness 

Rundquist (1998), from the point of view of indirectness, explores 

the handling of power in a socially acceptable way within the society. Her 

study is under the premise that expressing one's position of authority in 

direct ways is less acceptable than finding indirect methods of 

expressing his power. The definition of indirectness she uses is that "a 

speaker is indirect anytime the message of meaning conveyed within a 

conversational context is not directly encoded by the syntactic and 

lexical content of the utterance" (p476). 

She believes that indirectness has different functions within this 

society. She gives two examples; one is that indirectness Is often 

equated with politeness; the other is that it has frequently been equated 

with powerlessness. Following Tannen (1993), she assumes that in any 

interpretation of linguistic indirectness there is a possibility of ambiguity. 

She affirms, by quoting Tannen's (1993) words, that indirectness is used 

for a number of reasons and can best be Interpreted within a specific' 

social and cultural context. Thus, she examines indirectness in natural 

discourses, in which the speakers possess power. Their power is 

acceptably interpreted in three social categories: status (professor to 

student), generation (parent to child), and gender (man to woman). 
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In two examples from her data, Rundquist states that there are no 

direct requests from the professors to the students, but the student 

interpret that what the professors says is a directive that must be 

followed. She re-raises the question "Why are these professors so 

frequently indirect". In addition to Kerbrat-Orecchioni's (1997, from 

Rundquist [1998]) answer, "to save the other's face and to protect one's 

own", and Searle's (1975, from Rundquist [1998]) response, "In 

directives, politeness is the chief motivation for Indirectness", Rundquist 

stresses that the professors' use of indirectness is because of the status 

and power they hold. 

In the examples of her data obtained from family settings, Rundquist 

suggests that parents often use indirect strategies to criticize or correct 

children's behavior, indicating their power over the children, 

Rundquist demonstrates, with her data examples, that men are, at a 

meeting, indirectly and politely showing respect for a woman's concerns 

and for her face, while at the same time disagreeing with her point of 

view. Rundquist advocates the notion that the performance of 

indirectness by the men marks "diplomacy, politeness and face-

maintenance", and all of the verba! indirection is within the framework of 

avoiding a direct expression of disagreement, to avoid an expression of 

power. 
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Rundquist's study helps me with the investigation of the relationship 

between power and indirectness. It might be incorrect to simply identify 

directness as powerfulness, and indirectness as powerlessness. 

3,4 Study of the reform in higher education 

Postiglione (2002) examines selected social and economic aspects of 

the reform and developnnent of Chinese higher education. He reviews the 

past development, reforms, expansion, consolidation, and global 

dimensions of Chinese higher education, focusing on the potential role of 

academic staff in university development. After a revision of he past 

challenge China's education experienced. Postiglione claims that China 

has embarked on a breakneck-paced expansion. Following Min (1997), 

he believes that the university mission has shifted from emphasizing 

class struggle within a planned economy to a mission shaped by 

economic reforms and the opening to the outside world. Here I choose 

and summarize Postiglione's reviews into points that related to my study 

to show the great changes in the field of China's higher education. 

(1) Expansion. From 1978 to 1994, the number of regular 

universities and colleges grew from 598 to 1080, and enrollment 

increased from 0.86 to 2.8 million. In 1997, China had 1,020 regular 

colleges and universities, with 3.17 million students, plus, 1,017 adult 

institutions of higher education with 2.73 million students. Now, adults 
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over the age of 25 have been allowed to enter undergraduate degree 

programs. Previously people who were over 25 or married were eligible 

only for special adult education programs. The changes are designed to 

make higher education more accessible to the masses, especially, the 

adults. As a result, the structure of student is altered. Moreover, girls 

and women have obtained more opportunities to enter a college or 

university. At the same time, more young people in rural areas who are 

in poverty have attained more possibilities to go to colleges or 

universities. 

(2) Consolidation. While the Ministry of Education is maintaining its 

direct control over the 3 to 4 percent of China's state universities that 

compose the "Ivy League" of Chinese higher education, most of the 

other ministries of the central government have surrendered their 

universities to local provincial or municipal control. Over 400 institutions 

of higher education formerly under the authority of various central 

government ministries have been transferred to provincial or local 

education bureaus. This has occurred as a result of the national policy to 

slim down state-owned enterprises and the central government 

bureaucracy. This action is so-called "211 project" has led many 

provinces to consider ways to strengthen their university systems 

through consolidation with other institutions. The consolidation resulted 
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in (1) some universities being overstaffed with redundant personnel. 

Numbers of administrators in the universities have been thrown into a 

high pressure of losing their jobs; (ii) since another purpose of the 

consolidation is to create a first class university In the world, a first-rat 

management system has been more necessary to ensure quality of the 

larger universities, (iii) partial tuition Is decided by universities, and 

more cost for higher education has been taken from private funds. 

(3) Reforms to teaching are driven by a number of factors. Chinese 

government, scholars and mediums have a recognition that problems 

exist in university teaching. They make note of the fact tat teaching 

methods are still traditional and content examination-oriented and that 

modern society needs innovative thinkers. Furthermore, student 

approaches to learning are changing as they become influenced by new 

ideas from home and abroad. The knowledge-centered approach to 

teaching is being replaced by learning as a social activity. 

With more financial investment by students, the academic relation­

ships have been altered. For example, professors have less right to deal 

with problems related to student school conduct. Students' friends and 

even senior officials and administrators may also attempt to influence 

student grades by discussing them with the professors involved. 
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Students may attempt to influence their grades by extracurricular 

activities. Such a situation is not easy for faculty to contend with. 

(4) Globalization. China's universities are increasingly affected by 

global econonnic integration, domestic market reforms, and stepped up 

academic exchanges with the global academy. There is growing interest 

in joint degree programs with the Western countries. The development 

and administration of facility and equipment have promoted students' 

interests and opportunities to know more about the global situations and 

advancement. Democracy, freedom and human rights have been 

washing the students' brains. Consequently, they have shaped a cultural 

conflict to the traditional culture. 

3.5 Summary 

Hong (2002, 1998) finds that the level of power at higher level 

(making directive to lower level) has the lowest degree of politeness. 

She concludes, "Power relations, along with Chinese aspects of 

politeness aspect, controls Chinese directive strategies significantly". 

(2002: 72) It is a valuable project to relate power relation to Chinese 

culture through pragmatic theories. On the other hand, it is 

unsatisfactory on five accounts. I attempt to overcome these 

dissatisfactions and weaknesses in my study. 



He's (1998) study maintains the view that the ideas and doctrines of 

Confucius "are still the guiding principles In contemporary Chinese 

culture" (p9). From reviewing Confucius' idea, he believes that Chinese 

culture take it for grant that everyone should fulfill his duty to the society 

in the position of the social hierarchy and should regard the fulfilling of 

the duty as his happiness. From empirical studies, he identifies seven 

refusal strategies used by Chinese mandarin speakers. I question his 

point of view that Confucius' ideas and doctrines are still the guiding 

principles In contemporary Chinese culture. Regardless, His findings of 

the refusal strategies provide me with a reference to the data collection 

for my quantitative study. 

With examples from data she collects, Rundquist (1998) shows that 

the powerful people, professors, parents and men, in the three power 

relations, perform indirectness in the conversations. She re-answers the 

question why these people are so frequently indirect. Her answer is that 

they intend to save the others' face and to protect their own, to be polite, 

and that their status and power are recognized and accepted by the 

poweriess addressee. Her study helps me with a varied perspective to 

investigate the relationship between power and indirectness. 

The review of Postiglione's (2002) study of the deep reform and 

great changes raises questions on the Chinese traditional culture. Are 
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Confucius' ideas and doctrines still the guiding principles in contem­

porary Chinese culture? Do the reforms and changes influence the 

language use of the students, professors and administrators? I attempt 

to explore the facts in the reality to answer these questions. 
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CHAPTER 4 

A QUANTITATIVE STUDY: 
THE DISCOURSE COMPLETION TEST (OCT) 

4.0 Overview 

Ideally, all data should come from ''natural" conditions as will be 

reported in the ethnographic approach in Chapter 6, In ethnography, 

"authentic" data are recorded during natural interactions. As they are 

noted, recordings of natural language uses are limited to number and 

location. To make up for this lack, we need a quantitative study with a 

large sampling. For the quantitative study, I applied the Discourse-

Completion Test (DCT) originally developed by Blum-Kulka (1982) 

referring to Levenston (1975). DCT, much like a written questionnaire, is 

getting more and more popular in pragmatic studies. This method allows 

a quantitative elicitation of data from a large sample of subjects 

relatively easily, and may effectively control the extraneous variables 

affecting the study. Besides, "using written elicitation techniques enables 

us to obtain more stereotyped responses" (Blum-Kulka et al, 1989: 13)" 

which Is precisely this more stereotyped aspect of speech behavior that 

we need for cultural exploration. One problem of this method, however, 

if with open elicitation questionnaires, is that it is hard to tell how 
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representative of real conversation are subject' written responses on the 

questionnaire. Another potential problem is that the length of response 

is constrained by the space the subjects have to answer each question, 

so that only one dialogue can be given; and continued, natural-like 

conversation is not likely to be gained. Further, subjects may write more 

formal language than spoken language. If a closed elicitation Is used, the 

subjects are given multiple choices, which are easier to answer than 

open elicitation, and the multiple choices more like conform to 

researcher expectations. Obviously, the closed elicitation as such is likely 

more artificial than the open elicitation. Nevertheless, a good design of a 

quantitative study would efficiently reduce the disadvantages. Therefore, 

a careful consideration of the design of study is of very great importance. 

Next, I describe the considerations I had in my design. 

The design must demonstrate the rationale of the research logic and 

reliability of the study. The design I proposed for the present study 

includes: 

(1) contemplating the precise project of the study; 

(2) choosing appropriate subjects; 

(3) selecting suitable methods for the data elicitation; 

(4) identifying research variables, scales and constructs; 

(5) creating reliable Instruments. 
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To give a more general view of the variables, scales and constructs in 

(4) above, a list to sunnnnarize them is provided here: 

Vgnaiiles: 

Dependent Variable: ' Pragmatic Strategies 
Independent Variables; Power relations 

(Stu = student, Prof = professor, Adm = administrator) 

StU"^Stu Stu-> Prof Stu~> Adm 

Prof-^ Prof Prof-> Stu Prof-> Adm 
Adm-> Adm Adm-> Stu Adm -> Prof 

Intervening Variable: Disagreement 

Moderator Variables: Gender, mate -> male, female male 
(since the hearer is presumed as M) 

Locations (Northern China, Southern China) 

Control Variables: People issue (motivation, emotion, attitude) 

Distance (common) 

Rank of imposition 

Scale: 

Interval ~ for measuring the dependent variable 

(powerful [6 points] ) 

(nuetural [4 points] ) 

(powerless [2 points] ) 

Nominal - for measuring the independent variable 

Construct: 

Power Concept 

The five dinnensions of the design will be clarified in the following 

sections. 
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4.1 Aim 

The questions to be answered in this quantitative study are 

consistent with the general questions for the whole project (please see 

details in Chapter 1), which are: 

(1) Do the power relations in the Chinese university settings 

influence their pragnnatic strategies in disagreement? If yes, in what 

ways? 

(2) What do the pragmatic strategies in disagreement reflect in 

Chinese cultural dynamics in higher education of the contemporary 

China? 

(3) How does the concept of relevance in Grice's CP dominate the 

analysis of communicative interactions involving power? 

The quantitative study aims at large-scale observation of the 

pragmatic strategies in disagreement among the power relations in the 

universities. The specific sub-problems and sub-hypothesis of this 

quantitative study based on Questions (1) and (2) above are described 

as the following: 

The Questions: 

(a) Are there any differences of pragmatic strategies in 

disagreement between student to professor and student to administrator 

in the Chinese universities, and vice versa? 
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(b) What are the causes that bring about the differences or 

non-differences? 

(c) How does the gender variable influence the relationship between 

power relations and the strategies in disagreennent? 

(d) How does the location variable affect the relationship between 

the power relations and the strategies in disagreement? 

The hvoothesis: 

I classified the strategies into three levels: powerful, neutral and 

powerless. They allotted with 6 points, 4 points and 2 points respectively. 

With statistic method, I operated computing programs, such as 

"Multivariate Tests" ''Mean Comparison", "Post Hoc Tests" "Palrwlse 

Comparison", and "Graphs" in "Repeated Measures" of SPSS. Now, I 

hypothesize that in accordance to the questions: 

(ai) There is a significant difference between the pragmatic 

strategies of the stu-prof, stu-adm and that of the stu-stu; the mean of 

power level for the stu-prof, and that for the stu-adm is lower than that 

for the stu-stu. 

(aii) There is a significant difference between the pragmatic strategy 

of the prof-stu and those of the prof-prof, prof-adm. The mean of power 

level for the prof-stu is higher than that for the prof-prof, and that of 

prof-adm. 
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(aiii) There is a significant difference between the pragmatic strategy 

of the adm-stu and those of the adm-prof, adm-adm. The mean of power 

level for the adm-stu is higher than that for the adm-prof, and that for 

the adm-adm. 

(aiv) There is a significant difference between the pragmatic strategy 

of the stu-prof and that of the prof-stu. The mean of power level for the 

stu-prof is lower than that for the prof-stu. The mean difference between 

stu-adm and adm-stu is significant, too; the mean of power level for 

stu-adm is lower, 

(av) There is no significant difference of the pragmatic strategies 

among the professor and administrator, nor between them and the 

student and vice versa, since the power of the professor and the 

administrator is controlled equal. 

(b) The reasons that bring about the differences or non-differences 

have to do with the internal power concept, and cultural value judged by 

the speakers (the subjects), which is not completely consistent with the 

traditional concepts and values. 

(c) The mean of power level for the Male subjects is significantly 

higher than that of Female subjects; 

(d) There is no significant difference between the means of power 

level for the Northern and Southern speakers. 
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4.2 Subjects 

The Mandarin-Chinese speakers in the mainland China make up the 

majority of the Chinese population, and the aim of this study is to 

observe the Mandarin-Chinese pragmatic strategies in the mainland 

China, so the sampling should be selected from the population in 

mainland China. 

When we select subjects, we must ensure that the sample 

represents the population. The population should be an identical "speech 

community", such as shared language use, frequency of interaction, 

shared attitudes and values about language forms and use and shared 

socio-cultura! understandings and presuppositions with regard to speech 

(Saville-Troike, 1989, pl7). Hymes' (1972) definition is useful in that it 

includes two important conditions: the members of a speech community 

have to possess both linguistic competence (knowledge about rules for 

the interpretation of at least one linguistic variety - the grammar of the 

language), and socio-cultural competence (knowledge about rules for 

the conduct and interpretation of speech - the actual use of the 

language). It is common knowledge that speaking the same language is 

a necessary condition for identifying a group of people as belonging to 

one speech community because interactants have to be able to 

understand each other by means of a common language. 
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The subjects were randomly chosen from five different universities 

and a conference in China; (1) north, in Beijing: the Capital IMormal 

University, Beijing Foreign Studies University, Beijing Jiaotong University; 

(2) southwest, in Chengdu, Sichuan: the University of Electronic Science 

and Engineering, Sichuan Normal University, South-West Jiaotong 

University, and a dean-and-chair-attending Conference on College 

English Reform from all the universities and colleges in Sichuan. 

Geographically, I classified the universities and conference basically into 

representatives of the North (Beijing) and the South (Sichuan) in China. 

Culturally, I related them to the Northern culture and the Southern 

culture respectively. 

Since power relations in the higher education mainly involved 

student and professor, and student and administrator, three classes of 

people were chosen for the subjects: the students, professors, and 

administrators. Usually, in Chinese culture it is hard to obtain professors' 

and administrators' agreement to participate in an investigation, not 

only because they are busy but also because they likely have high 

academic status that makes them ignore such "unimportant" 

investigation to them. Although they participants for my study also 

feared a loss of time for participating, they were persuaded by my 

explanation of the study's Importance. 



60 students, 60 professors, and 60 administrators (with 50% male 

and 50% female in each group), totaling 180 subjects were invited from 

the North. The same number and gender portions were invited from the 

South. Then, the total number of subjects for the study is 360, including 

12 subjects who gave invalid responses. 

All the subjects were randomly selected from native mandarin 

Chinese speakers in higher education settings in the universities of 

China. 

4.3 Methodology for Data Elidtatfon 

To elicit a great number of data, a questionnaire format of DCT was 

used, since DCT has been popularly and effectively used in pragmatic 

studies, and it has allowed a quantitative elicltation of data from a large 

sample of subjects comparatively easily. The DCT Blum-Kulka et al (1989) 

used in their study was actually with situation description followed by an 

incomplete dialogue. The subject for their study was asked to fill an 

utterance that preceding the given utterance of the "speaker" designed 

by the researcher. However, It is thought that any utterance, either pre-

or post-utterance from the "speaker" given by the researcher would 

affect the strategy used by the respondent. Therefore, the DCT for the 

current study was altered into format with no utterance provided in order 

to control possible unpredictable factors (please see 4.5 for detail). 
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4.4 Research Variables, Scales and Construct 

In this section, I give definition to variables, scales, and constructs 

for the DCT based on Brown's (1988) model. I identify these categories 

for my study in terms of his definitions. I also look at how variables fit 

into my research, how they differ from constructs, and how they are 

measured based on scales. 

4,4.1 Variables 

A variable is something that may vary or differ. In the statistical 

research field, variables are viewed as characteristics or abilities that 

differ over time or among individuals. They are factors identified and 

manipulated by researchers to clarify the relations of the factors that 

affect the significance of the study. 

There are five different classifications of variables: dependent 

variables, independent variables, intervening variables, moderator 

variables, and control variables. 

Dependent variable 

"A dependent variable is observed to determine what effect, if any, 

the other types of variables may have on it" (Brown 1988: 10). Therefore, 

the dependent variable in the current study is the focus of my research 

objective. It cannot appear in Isolation, and it implies the close 

relationship to other variables that significantly act or affect it. In this 
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sense, I observed Pragmatic Strategies as the dependent variables in nny 

study. 

Independent variable 

Independent variables, as Brown (1988) defines, "are those that are 

selected and systematically manipulated by the researcher to determine 

whether, or the degree to which, it has any effect on the dependent 

variables" (pll). In this study, I observed all the power relations as 

independent variables, because I presumed that power relations in 

higher education settings in China had effects on the dependent 

variables, pragmatic strategies in the speakers' interactions. 

The basic power relations I observed that affect the pragmatic 

strategies were Student -> Professor, Professor -> Student, Student 

Administrator, and Administrator Student. The other relations were 

controlling relations applied to obtaining reliability of the study. One 

cannot conclude that a subject uses strategies in a relationship from a 

phenomenon that he uses them to people in the relationship as some 

researchers do. For example, if we obtain data indicating that a student 

uses an indirect request when addressing a professor, we cannot decide 

that he uses this strategy in the student-professor relationship, which 

different from that in the student-student relationship, because he might 

be using the same strategy when he requests his classmate of something. 
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Therefore, only when we obtain the evidence that he does not use the 

same indirect requests when addressing his classmate is it significant to 

conclude that he uses indirect requests in the student-professor 

relationship. 

Intervenino variables 

Brown (1988) defines the intervening variables as "an abstract, 

theoretical label that can be applied to the relationship or process that 

links the independent and dependent variables" (pl2). Usually 

intervening variables are difficult to determine because they are abstract 

or invisible. In the present study, it was relatively easier to grasp, since 

I observed the relationship between power relations (independent 

variables) and pragmatic strategies (dependent variables) in a course of 

interaction of disagreement. Then, disagreement could be seen as an 

abstract label applied to the process that links the independent and 

dependent variables. 

Moderator variables 

Brown (1988) classifies a moderator variable as "a special type of 

independent variable that the investigator has chosen to determine how, 

if at all, the relationship between the independent and dependent 

variables is affected, or modified, by the moderator variable" (pll). In 

the present study, the power relations were assumed to vary by gender. 



It is plausible that gender plays different pragmatic strategies, so it may 

be the factor that affects the relationship between power relations and 

pragmatic strategies. However, I could control only one side of the 

speakers In the interaction; and I presumed that the listener was a male. 

Since the subjects were requested to specify their gender, I could obtain 

the gender variables: Male Male and Female -> Male relations. 

Secondly, the data were collected in the universities both in northern 

China and southern China. Whether the location differences had effects 

on the pragmatic strategies in disagreement were looked into. Therefore, 

the two variables: gender and location were selected as moderator 

variables in this study. 

Control variables 

In terms of Brown's (1988) definition, control variables "are those 

that the investigator has chosen to keep constant, neutralize, and 

otherwise eliminate so that they will not have an effect on the study" 

(pll). Control variables are extraneous variables to a given study; they 

must be controlled as strictly as possible to eliminate possible negative 

effects on the study. 

Brown (1988) classifies the extraneous variables into four issues: 

environmental issues, grouping issues, people issues, and measure­

ment issues. The environmental issues refer to both natural environ­
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mental conditions and artificial environmental conditions for the data 

collection. Naturally occurring noises or lights would affect the response 

of the subjects. Artificial environmental conditions are Involved in 

artificial arrangements for the data eliciting settings. The grouping 

issues refer to inappropriateness of grouping the subjects. The people 

issues are related to people who possess different and unpredictable 

emotions and attitudes that may introduce uncontrolled variables In the 

study. The last set of potential problems may occur on the measures that 

are used, such as tests, questionnaires, interview procedures, or any 

other means of quantifying language behavior. "Since the results of a 

study are only as good as the data reflected in measures on which they 

are based, it is essential to make sure that the measures themselves are 

not introducing extraneous variables into the study" (p35). 

For the present study, it was easy to attain consistently good 

classroom conditions for students to do the questionnaires, as long as I 

paid attention to the issue. Grouping issues were not problematic for the 

present study, since the three groups of people (students, professors 

and administrators) were naturally classified, and I randomly selected 

them without intentional grouping. The people variables were complicat­

ed to control. The methods I adopted to avoid bad emotions and 

negative attitudes towards the data collection were; (a) making 
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compensation to the subjects' time cost; (b) condensing the 

questionnaires; (c) using dosed format of elicitation (see 5. 5) The 

measurements are the most critica! and toughest issues. I created the 

specific measurement instruments, although there were also some 

references to genera! approaches or methods. For the present study, the 

outstanding control variables in the measures were "distance" (D) and 

"rank of imposition" (R). According to Brown & Levinson (1987), the 

three factors: power, distance and rank of imposition, are important 

factors to significantly affect speech acts and to determine politeness 

(see Chapter 2 for detail). Since I was researching the relationship 

between the power and the strategies, the other two factors, D and R 

had to be effectively controlled (see 5. 5). 

4.4.2 Scales 

The quantifiable data are observed or measured in different ways. 

The differences are accounted for by the different types of scales applied 

in statistical studies. Thus, Brown (1988) defines the scales as "names 

for the different ways of observing, organizing, and assigning numbers 

to data, which makes them important for understanding the entire data 

collection process" (p20). He classifies the scales into four types: 

nominal scales, ordinal scales, interval scales and ratio scales. The 

nominal scales are used for naming and categorizing data. Therefore, 
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the measurement method of the present study fell into the nominal 

scales since the data were sorted with categories of pragmatics 

strategies. 

4.4.3 Construct 

A construct is the actual characteristics or ability that it represents in 

reality, while a variable is essentially what we can observe or quantify of 

the human characteristics or abilities Involved. Power concept in the 

Chinese universities is something goes on inside the people's head. As 

such, it is difficult to observe. The construct power in the universities 

could be represented by the variable measurement of the power level of 

the pragmatic strategies (the dependent variable) used by the speakers 

in the universities. Thus, the power concept was identified as "construct" 

in this study; and furthermore, it could reflect the Chinese culture to a 

certain extent. 

4.5 Rationale to Create Instrument 

Unfortunately, researchers are usually not able to strictly control the 

extraneous variables. The evaluation should be that the better the 

extraneous variables are controlled, the more reliable the empirical 

results. Therefore, I made a sincere effort to have a good manipulation of 

the extraneous variables. I hope to demonstrate that the procedures and 

considerations of the measurement creation described in the following 
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text better control the extraneous variables to achieve a logical and 

significant study. 

The basic considerations contennplated for the critical issues were: 

how to control the extraneous variables, or '"control variables" I listed 

above. They were people, (subjects' motivation, emotion and attitude), 

D and R. As I described above, I tried three strategies to control the 

people issue: (a) compensating subjects for their time; (b) condensing 

the questionnaires; (c) using closed format of the elicitation. In the 

following text, I clarify how to condense the questionnaires and how to 

form a closed format of the elicitation; and last I explain in what ways I 

tried to control the D and R, 

4.5.1 Condensing the questionnaires 

In order to condense the questionnaires, I first decided what types of 

illocutionary acts were included in the situations given to the subjects, 

and then how and what types of situations with illocutionary acts I 

selected to develop a condensed, scientific questionnaire. 

Situations with illocytionarv acts 

In terms of the nature of pragmatic theories, researchers creating 

measures in pragmatic studies must provide situations of the language 

use (Blum-Kulka et al, 1989; Kasper, 1991). In the literature of 

pragmatic studies, we can find a lot of examples of situational 
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constructions in the illocutlonary acts to elicit directives, such as request; 

but very few to elicit disagreement. The way to produce situational 

constructions depended on nny own careful considerations. First, I had to 

construct situations suggesting constatives. Second, I had to construct 

as many situations as the types of constatives. Thus, I could insure that 

all the possible disagreements in the daily constatives were contained in 

my investigation. 

However, there are fifteen types of constatives as Bach & Harnish 

(1979) observe. I believe that it is not necessary to contain all the types 

of constatives in the situations. Instead, I could select some of them that 

represent the illocutionary acts of constatives. The reasons are; 

(a) the pragmatic strategies the speakers use are likely to be 

overlapped in the different types of situations. 

(b) some types of the constatives provoke more opportunities for 

occurrence of disagreement, while some provoke less, 

(c) to reduce the number of situational questions to elicit 

disagreement is important to control an extraneous variable, that is, a 

long questionnaires with too many questions would tire the subjects, in 

turn affecting mood and attitude negatively when they respond to a long 

questionnaire. 

Thus, I had to select carefully some types from the 15 types of 
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constatives observed by Bach & Harnish (1979) to obtain a condensed 

questionnaire. The selected types had to be the types of illocutionary 

acts that possessed the most likelihood to elicit disagreement. 

Selection of the types of constatives: 

For the purpose of selection of the types of constatives for the 

situations, I had made a short survey among 20 Chinese native speakers. 

The survey listed all the 15 constatives in Chinese translated into English 

constatives observed by Bach & Harnish (1979); and gave an example of 

each type. On a scale, I labeled 1-5 levels with No. 1 as the least possible 

to provoke a disagreement and IMo. 5 as the most possible. The result 

showed that eight of them made up the majority of the possibilities. They 

were: 

(a) Assertives 

(b) Predictives 

(c) Descriptives 

(d) Informatives 

(e) Retractives 

(f) Dissentives 

(g) Responsives 

(h) Suggestives 

These eight illocutionary acts were comprised of eight situational 
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constructions. In other words, there were eight illocutionary acts 

suggested in the situations. In my term, they were 'Implied illocutionary 

acts" in the situations. Thus, I assumed that in this way, I had developed 

a condensed and reliable questionnaire, which could control one of the 

possible extraneous variables in the people issue. 

4.5.2 Applying a closed elicitation 

Another strategy to control the variable fn the people issue was using 

dosed format of the elicitation. Next, I explicate first why I chose closed 

format of the elicitation and, second, how I developed it. 

Open or closed 

In the literature of pragmatics researches, the researchers use either 

open or closed format of elicitation (Kasper & Dahl, 1991). Obviously 

open elicitation gives more freedom for subjects' responses to the 

situation. It is reasonable to say that open elicitation gives the subjects 

more space, so their responses would be more natural. This is why first 

I chose open elicitation for my study. However, after some native 

Chinese speakers here in Tucson had been Invited to try an early draft of 

the questionnaire, they complained of the open elicitation in which they 

had to give their first natural response. They said It was hard for them to 

figure out how to respond; the questionnaire was time-consuming, tiring, 

and even disgusting. In fact, they did not answer accurately. They 
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asked me why I did not use "multiple choices", since people were used to 

"circling" or ''checking" a choice among multiple choices. Reflecting on 

this experience, I had realized that I had to apply closed elicitation in my 

study to prevent such negative reactions towards the questionnaires. A 

closed elicitation is obviously more unnatural than an open elicitation. 

The unnaturalness and researcher's own tendencies are general 

weaknesses of a quantitative study. To compensate for these disadvan­

tages of OCT tests, I also conducted a qualitative ethnographic study 

(see Chapter 6), 

How to develop the closed elicitation: a oilot survey 

For the purpose of obtaining reliable choices in a closed elicitation, I 

had distributed the initially produced open elicitation questionnaires to a 

pilot survey among thirty native Chinese speakers (ten for each of the 

groups; students, professors and administrators) with hand-outs or via 

emails, both in and out of Tucson and in China. Then, I had collected the 

responses, and had chosen the most frequently used expressions among 

the ten from each situation. By contrasting the results of pragmatic 

strategies found by Wenchao He (1995, see Chapter 3) and referring to 

the CCSARP by B!um~Kulka et a! (1989), I had obtained twelve 

expressions, which were assumed as the strategies the subjects would 

use more often in disagreement. Meanwhile, the 30 pilot subjects were 
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asked to list the strategies from powerful to powerless In terms of their 

first sense of influencing, convincing, and persuading, rather than in 

terms of indirectness or politeness (for detailed discussion about this 

issue, please see Chapter 1 and 7). Thus, I had obtained the strategies in 

disagreement and their power levels as are listed below: 

Powerful: 6 points 
(a) direct disagreement (wo bu tong yi [I don't agree with you].) 

(b) negative (wo bu zhe mo ren wei [I don't think so].) 

(c) correction of others (ni shuo de bu dui [You are not right],) 

(d) certainty of self (wo xiang wo shi dui de [I think I am right].) 

Neutral: 4 points 

(e) questioning the correctness (shi ma [Is that right]?) 

(f) request of revising (nin ke bu ke yi zai jie shi yi xia [Can 

you explain it again]?) 

(g) dissuasion (ye xu you cuo [It might be wrong].) 

(h) temporizing/evading /hedging /avoiding (rang wo zai xiang 

xiang [Let me think it over].) 

Powerless: 2 points 

(i) change under a condition (ru guo ni ren wei bi xu gai, wo jiu gai 

ba [If you think it must be changed, I'll do it],) 

(j) alternation (ke bu ke yi huan ge fang fa, huo zhe ... [Can you 

change your method, or ...]?) 

(k) explaining/reasoning (bie ren dou shi zhe me zuo de [All others do 

it in the same way as this].) 

(I) gift-giving (bu cuo, dan ...[You're right, but ,„]) 

If the response is mixed, the average is taken, for instance: powerful + 

neutral --- 5 points; neutral + powerless = 3 points) 

As a result, I selected six expressions the most frequently used in 

each situation which suggested six strategies from the strategies listed 


