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CHAPTER 2 

LITERATURE REVIEW 

 

This chapter reviews literature on relevant issues. There are five main sections 

in this chapter. The first section introduces speech act theory. The second section 

provides the review of politeness principles and the comparison between politeness 

in individualistic culture background and collectivistic culture background. Next, 

the third section focuses on learners’ interlanguage pragmatic knowledge and the 

phenomenon of pragmatic transfer in the process of foreign language learning. In 

the fourth section, the speech act of suggestion is introduced and the review of 

previous studies on cross-cultural suggestion and interlanguage suggestion are 

provided. The final section summarizes the whole chapter and brings forth the 

research questions of this study.  

 

Speech Act Theory 

Pragmatics in language did not receive much attention until the speech act 

theory was introduced by language philosophers (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969) in 

1960s. Austin’s work on speech act had profound influence on many subfields in 

pragmatics such as child language acquisition, interlanguage pragmatics and 

cross-cultural pragmatics (Thomas, 1995). Searle’s notion of indirectness further 

clarified the distinction between direct and indirect speech act. The following 

sections introduce Austin’s and Searle’s notions of speech act theory respectively.
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Austin 

The assumption that the basic unit of human communication is the performance 

of certain act instead of linguistic expression was first proposed by philosophers like 

Austin (1962) and Searle (1969). Austin (1962, p. 12) contended that “to say 

something is to do something.” Any linguistic expression or utterance is not merely 

a statement which can be judged by its truth but has performative property and can 

perform an action. For example, by saying “I do” in a marriage ceremony, people 

are doing something; that is, marrying (Austin, 1962, p. 13). According to Austin, 

without the appropriate circumstances, the utterance is infelicitous and will go 

wrong. Take the marrying thing as an example, if the one who utters I do is neither 

the bride nor the groom but is an eight-year-old boy guest, the appropriate condition 

for the utterance is not satisfied and thus the utterance by the little boy is infelicitous. 

Austin further claimed that the performative action could be divided into three levels. 

They are locutionary act, illocutionary act, and perlocutionary act. The locutionary 

act is the literal meaning of the utterance—the act of saying; the illocutionary force 

is the actual intention embedded in the utterance—the act in saying, and the 

perlocutionary act is the actual action performed as a result of the utterance—the act 

by saying (Austin, 1962). For example, the locutionary act of the utterance It’s hot 

here is the meaning of the exact words It’s hot here. The illocutionary act; that is, the 

intention behind the utterance, can be Could you turn on the air condition. Finally, 

the perlocutionary act is the action of someone’s turning on the air condition.  

 

Searle 

Austin’s claims of illocutionary act and felicity conditions were further 

elaborated on by Searle. According to Searle (1979), Austin’s taxonomy of 

illocutionary acts confused illocutionary acts with illocutionary verbs. Austin’s 
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taxonomy was indefinite under his classification principle. Also, there were a lot of 

overlaps among different classifications in Austin’s taxonomy. In view of the 

weaknesses, Searle proposed the concept of illocutionary point (Searle, 1979. p.3) 

and categorized speech acts into five categories according to the illocutionary point, 

namely the purpose of the act, rather than the meaning of the verb itself. With the 

illocutionary point, different illocutionary forces can be clearly distinguished and 

categorized by the only one point of the force. In this way, the infinite linguistic 

verbs can be classified into finite taxonomy. According to Searle (1979), the five 

categories are assertives, directives, commissives, expressives, and declarations. The 

illocutionary point of assertives is to commit the speaker to the truth of the statement 

(e.g. complaining, claiming). The point of directives was the attempt to get effects 

by the hearer’s doing something (e.g. advising, requesting). Commissives has the 

point of committing the speaker to certain future actions (e.g. promising, vowing). 

Expressives has the point of expressing the psychological state or feeling of the 

speaker (e.g. thanking, apologizing). The point of declarations is to successfully 

connect the propositional content and the result in reality (e.g. declaring, resigning).  

Searle also elaborated on the concept of felicity and proposed four types of 

felicity conditions. As noted by Searle, “speaking a language is engaging in a 

rule-governed form of behavior” (1969. p41). There are conventions for people’s 

behavior of performing certain illocutionary acts. That is to say, people’s language 

behaviors are rule-governed. However, people may not be aware of what the 

conventions or rules are. Searle, therefore, proposed four felicity conditions to 

explain the rule-governed conventions with regard to people’s speech act 

performance. These conditions are propositional content conditions, preparatory 

conditions, sincerity conditions, and essential conditions. Any utterance should 

satisfy these felicity conditions so as to be felicitous. Take the illocutionary act of 
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advising as an example (Searle, 1969, p. 67). 

 

Propositional content   Future act A of H. 

Preparatory           1. S has some reason to believe A will 

benefit H. 

2. It is not obvious to both S and H that H 

                      will do A in the normal course of 

events. 

Sincerity             S believes A will benefit H. 

Essential             Counts as an undertaking to the effect that 

                    A is in H’s best interest. 

 

The propositional content refers to a future act in the sentence the speaker utters. 

The preparatory condition defines that, first, the speaker thinks that the hearer’s 

doing the act is better than the hearer’s not doing it, and second, the act A in the 

advice is definitely not what the hearer is doing or is going to do. Sincerity condition 

means that the speaker believes that the advice he/she would like to give must be in 

the hearer’s interest. Finally, the essential condition specifies that the advice given 

by the speaker is surely beneficial (in the speaker’s opinion) to the hearer.  

According to Searle (1975), to mean exactly what we say is among the simplest 

cases in communication. However, the real life communication is more than that. 

Sometimes, the speakers would mean more than what they say; that is, saying one 

thing means meaning that thing plus meaning something else. Therefore, Searle 

further divided speech acts into two types based on the number of the illocutionary 

acts of an utterance. One is direct speech act and the other is indirect speech act. 

There are two subtypes of indirect speech act, conventional indirect speech act (e.g. 

Can you pass the salt?) and nonconventional indirect speech act (e.g. hints and 

jokes). As noted by Searle, for the hearer to infer the primary illocutionary act, it 

takes ten steps in the procedure. What involved in this procedure are the shared 

Types 

of 

rule 
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knowledge by the speaker and the hearer, the knowledge of conversational principles 

and the ability of inferring. Performing indirect speech act is complicated for the 

speaker and the hearer theoretically, but still, it is common in communication. The 

chief purpose of performing indirect speech act, especially the conventional form, is 

the concern of being polite, which will be discussed in the next section.  

 

Politeness Theory 

Politeness is a basic element in interpersonal interactions. Not until the speech 

act theory developed in the 1960s (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969) did politeness 

phenomena in linguistics get attentions by researchers (Watts, 2003). The 

conversational principle proposed by the philosopher, Grice, and the notion of face 

by the sociolinguist, Goffman, established the basis for later development of 

politeness theories (Brown & Levinson, 1978, 1987; Leech, 1983). Leech’s 

politeness principles and Brown and Levinson’s politeness framework are said to be 

two of the most influential politeness theories because these two models have been 

tested through real language data application and thus they can be used to explain 

real language use (Spencer-Oatey, 2002; Watts, 2003). However, each of them is not 

without criticisms. Leech’s model was criticized for its unconstrained numbers of 

maxims. Brown and Levinson’s claim that their framework is applicable to every 

cultural context was suspected by some researchers (e.g., Gu, 1990; Hinkel, 1997) 

and these researchers felt the need to introduce different politeness systems in 

non-Western societies. 

There are four sub-sections in this section. Grice’s Cooperative Principle, 

Leech’s Politeness Principle framework, Brown and Levinson’s politeness model, 

and the politeness system in Chinese society are introduced in the first three 

sub-sections respectively. The cross-cultural differences between American and 
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Chinese cultures and the relationship between the directness of an utterance and the 

politeness that utterance represents in different cultures are discussed in the last 

sub-section.  

 

Cooperative Principle and Politeness Principle 

Grice (1975) contended that people’s talk exchanges are not disconnected; 

instead, they are connected by some general principles with which interlocutors can 

more or less recognize the purposes of the conversations. Grice labeled such 

principles as “Cooperative Principle” (Grice, 1975, p. 45) and proposed four 

categories of this principle: Quantity, Quality, Relation, and Manner.  

 

Quantity—1. Make your contribution as informative as is required (for the 

current purposes of the exchange).  

         2. Do not make your contribution more informative than is required.  

Quality — 1. Do not say what you believe to be false.  

         2. Do not say that for which you lack adequate evidence.  

Relation—Be relevant.  

Manner —1. Avoid obscurity of expression.  

         2. Avoid ambiguity.  

         3. Be brief (avoid unnecessary prolixity). 

         4. Be orderly.  

(Grice, 1975, p. 45-46) 

 

According to Grice, in talk exchanges, people adhered to these maxims in order 

to make their conversations effective. However, sometimes, these maxims may be 

violated or flouted. Grice contended that the violation or the flouting of the maxim(s) 
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in a conversation caused the conversational implicatures to happen and, at the same 

time, led the addressee to infer the speaker’s implied meaning. Therefore, on the one 

hand, Grice’s cooperative principle (CP) explains what people say; on the other hand, 

it enables the addressees to infer what people mean. As noted by Leech (1983, p.80), 

“we need the CP to help to account for the relation between sense and force.” 

However, Grice’s CP is not able to explain  

(i) why people are often so indirect in conveying what they mean; 

(ii) what is the relation between sense and force when non-declarative types of 

sentence are being considered 

(Leech, 1983, p. 80) 

 

According to Leech (1983), the above problems were due to the missing of the 

politeness link between CP and real language use. Leech thus proposed “Politeness 

Principle” (PP) to complement Grice’s CP. In addition to regulating the utterance 

meaning in conversations as the CP did, the PP further regulated the rhetorical goal 

(both textual and interpersonal goal), aiming to “maintain the social equilibrium and 

the friendly relations which enable us to assume that our interlocutors are being 

cooperative in the first place” (Leech, 1983, p. 82). There were six maxims of PP, 

and the formulation of these maxims adhered to one general rule: “Minimize the 

expression of impolite beliefs; maximize the expression of polite beliefs” (Leech, 

1983, p. 81). The six maxims are as follows.  

 

(1) Tact Maxim: (a) Minimize cost to other 

              (b) Maximize benefit to other 

(2) Generosity Maxim: (a) Minimize benefit to self 

                   (b) Maximize cost to self 
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(3) Approbation Maxim: (a) Minimize dispraise of other 

                     (b) Maximize praise of other 

(4) Modesty Maxim: (a) Minimize praise of self 

                  (b) Maximize dispraise of self 

(5) Agreement Maxim: (a) Minimize disagreement between self and other 

                   (b) Maximize agreement between self and other. 

(6) Sympathy Maxim: (a) Minimize antipathy between self and other.  

                   (b) Maximize sympathy between self and other.  

(Leech, 1983, p. 132) 

 

Leech’s politeness maxims are worth considering in performing speech acts. 

Take the speech act of advice-giving for example. According to Leech (1983), the 

speech act of advice-giving implied that the speaker’s knowledge is superior to the 

hearer’s. Therefore, while giving others pieces of advice, people need to be aware 

of not offending the Modesty and Approbation Maxims in order not to be 

considered impolite.  

Leech’s Politeness Principle combines illocutionary goals and social goals 

together and relates the sense of an utterance to its pragmatic force. It takes social 

factors into consideration and helped modify the defect in CP in explaining real 

language use. However, PP is not without criticism. It is criticized for its 

unconstrained number of maxims (Brown & Levinson, 1987; Fukushima, 2000; 

Thomas, 1995). As noted by Brown and Levinson (1987), if we provide every single 

regularity in language use with one specific maxim, there will be an infinite number 

of maxims. Opposing the descriptive model of PP, Brown and Levinson (1987) 

contended that “every discernable pattern of language use does not require a maxim 

or principle to produce it” (p. 5), and they proposed a production model focusing on 
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individuals’ linguistic politeness. Besides, they claimed that their model is universal 

(Watts, 2003).  

 

Brown and Levinson’s Politeness Framework 

Brown and Levinson’s (1987) politeness theoretical framework is viewed as the 

most prevalent and influential politeness theory (Fukushima, 2000; Thomas, 1995). 

The core concept of the framework is the notion of face, which is mainly derived 

from Goffman (1967). Goffman defined face as “the positive social value a person 

effectively claims for himself by the line others assume he has taken during a 

particular contact” (1967, p. 5). Face could be lost if people failed to claim the 

positive social value in certain situation, and it could be saved if people maintained 

their self impression. Face could also be given to others in interaction. According to 

Goffman, during interactions, people not only defend their self-face but also protect 

other people’s face. Adopting Goffman’s concept of face, Brown and Levinson 

contended that face is “the public self-image that every human being wants to claim 

for himself” (Brown & Levinson, 1987, p. 61) and is comprised of two related 

aspects: positive face and negative face. Positive face is concerned with individuals’ 

wants to be “desirable” (Brown & Levinson, 1987, p. 62), while negative face has to 

do with individuals’ wants to be “unimpeded” by others (Brown & Levinson, 1987, 

p. 62). In general, any rational individual would cooperate in maintaining both 

his/her and the addressee’s faces. However, in daily communications, certain kinds 

of speech acts would more or less threaten either the positive face or the negative 

face. These acts are called face-threatening-acts (FTAs). According to Brown and 

Levinson, when it is necessary to do the FTAs, any rational individual would try to 

avoid or minimize the imposition caused by the FTAs. They proposed five possible 

strategies for doing FTAs. The first three strategies are used when the speaker wants 
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to unambiguously declare his or her intention. The first strategy is bald on record 

without any redressive action, while the second and the third strategies are with 

redressive action that could neutralize the possible face damage caused by the FTAs. 

The fourth strategy is used when the speaker does not want to express himself or 

herself clearly and would like to have the addressee infer the intended message. The 

last strategy is used when the speaker wants to completely avoid the FTAs. These 

strategies are listed in Figure 2.1 below.   

 

                            

1. without redressive action, baldly 

                                

                    on record                         2. positive 

politeness 

     Do the FTA                 with redressive action  

                                                                     

4. off record                      3. negative                 

 politeness 

5. Don’t do the FTA 

 

Figure 2.1 Possible strategies for doing FTAs (Brown & Levinson, 1987, p.69) 

 

Brown and Levinson (1987) contended that people’s choice of the above 

politeness strategies would be affected by three sociological variables. They are the 

social distance between the speaker and the hearer, the relative power between the 

speaker and the hearer, and the ranking of imposition of the action. According to 

Brown and Levinson, the “weightness” (p. 76), namely the degree of seriousness, 

can be measured by these three factors. The choice of strategy reflects the speaker’s 

perception of the weightness of an FTA.  

Brown and Levinson claimed that the orientation of individual’s positive face 
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and negative face in their model is universal and that their politeness framework is 

thus cross-culturally applicable. However, some researchers have pointed out that 

the politeness theoretical framework proposed by Brown and Levinson may not be 

suitable for communications in non-Western cultures, especially Eastern culture 

(Gu, 1990; Hinkel, 1997; Lii-Shih, 1994; Mao, 1994). In the next section, the 

conceptualization of face and politeness in Chinese society is discussed.  

 

Politeness in Chinese Society 

Mao (1994) proposed that face in Chinese society is a “public image” (p. 457) 

that can only be given by interaction with others in public community. Chinese face 

consists of two related aspects, miànzǐ and liăn. Miànzǐ denotes “prestige or 

reputation” (Mao, 1994, p. 457) which is either obtained in one’s own life 

achievement or ascribed by others in the community. Liăn, on the other hand, refers 

to the public’s respect for someone who behaves with good moral (Mao, 1994). Both 

these two concepts orient themselves through an interactional process to the public 

community but not to the individual. Therefore, Chinese face does not focus so 

much on individual’s desires or wants but rather on the harmony an individual 

brings to the community by his or her behaviors. Besides, miànzǐ in Chinese culture 

does not denote the negative face proposed by Brown and Levinson (Mao, 1994). 

Chinese face is satisfied with neither the want to be unimpeded nor the desire for 

freedom of action, but with the recognition or the respect from the community he or 

she belongs to.  

According to Gu (1990), what the Western society called politeness is equal to 

lǐmào in Chinese. The term lǐmào was derived from the word lǐ in the Zhou Dynasty 

in old Chinese and it referred to the social hierarchy system rather than politeness in 

interpersonal interactions. Later in the West Han Dynasty, lǐ had the meanings of 
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being humble and showing respects for others. In modern China, the word lǐmào 

further signaled enhancing social harmony. Gu (1990) proposed four elements and 

two principles underlying lǐmào in Chinese society. The four elements are 

“respectfulness, modesty, attitudinal warmth and refinement,” while the two 

principles are “sincerity and balance” (Gu, 1990, p.239). The Chinese concept of 

politeness emphasizes sincere behaviors and reciprocal behaviors in return, which is 

different from the politeness framework that centers on individual face work 

proposed by Brown and Levinson (1987).  

Since the concept of ‘face’ in Chinese culture does not put so much emphasis 

on the wants for being unimpeded but on the positive face wants for being approved 

of, not all of the speech acts are considered face-threatening (Lii-Shih, 1994) as they 

are in Brown and Levinson’s politeness framework. There are some speech acts, 

such as offering, greeting, satisfying the hearers’ face wants. These speech acts are 

called “Face-satisfying-acts (FSA)” (Lii-Shih, 1994, p. 22). According to Lii-Shih, 

FSAs are speech acts beneficial to the hearer, if the acts are done sincerely. When 

performing an FSA, the speaker concerns a lot about the hearer’s positive face, and 

therefore, the speaker employs positive politeness strategy to fulfill it. Generally 

speaking, the less indirect and the less ambiguous the utterance is, the more polite it 

appears (Lii-Shih, 1994).  

In sum, three differences are observed between Brown and Levinson’s model 

and Chinese politeness system. First, face in Chinese society is a public image that is 

interdependent with the community instead of a self image that represents 

individual’s wants and desires. Second, there is no corresponding notion of negative 

face in Chinese culture and therefore some speech acts like offering or inviting that 

Brown and Levinson thought could threaten the addressee’s negative face are not 

regarded as FTAs in Chinese society, but are regarded as FSAs. Third, politeness is 
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not only an instrumental system to satisfy individual’s wants but also a normative 

standard which should be treated not just as “wants” but as “norms” or “values” (Gu, 

1990, p. 242). The above differences reveal that the politeness theoretical framework 

proposed by Brown and Levinson cannot comprehensively explain the politeness 

system in Chinese society and that the cultural differences are needed to be taken 

into consideration.  

 

Cultural Differences in Politeness 

The literature reviewed above shows that there are discrepancies between the 

notion of face and the politeness systems in American culture and those in Chinese 

culture. The following literature further introduces two different cultural value 

tendencies, individualism and collectivism, which are embedded in American 

culture and Chinese culture respectively. Moreover, how different cultural values 

affect the politeness strategies their people employ is also discussed.  

 

Individualism and collectivism. Hofstede (1991) defined individualism and 

collectivism as follows.  

 

 Individualism pertains to societies in which the ties between individuals are 

loose: everyone is expected to look after himself or herself and his or her 

immediate family. Collectivism as its opposite pertains to societies in which 

people from birth onwards are integrated into strong, cohesive ingroups, … 

(Hofstede, 1991, p. 51).  

 

Cultures that have the individualism value tend to emphasize the importance of 

individual identity over that of group identity. People in individualistic culture are of 

autonomous self orientation and of independent self construal and thus tend to hold 
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outgroup value. That is, the group benefit is not a priority to them, and their ways of 

speaking to ingroups and outgroups are similar (Scollon & Scollon, 1995). The 

United States of America is one of the individualistic societies (Ting-Toomey, 1994). 

On the other hand, cultures that have collectivistic values emphasize “we” identity 

over “I” identity; “group obligations” over “individual want and desires” 

(Ting-Toomey, 1994, p. 361). People in collectivistic cultures hold group’s values 

and norms as the guideline for everyday behaviors. They hold ingroup value. Their 

way of speaking to ingroups is different from that to outgroups. Both China and 

Taiwan belong to collectivistic societies. Scollon and Scollon (1995) pointed out that 

self face in Brown and Levinson’s politeness theory is quite individualistic, while 

the self face in Asian community is a more collectivistic one. As a result, people in 

individualistic cultures tend to emphasize their individual freedom much more than 

relationship with group members (Scollon & Scollon, 1995).  

 

Politeness and directness. Leech (1983) contended that speech acts with 

indirect illocution tend to be more polite because the more indirect the illocution is, 

the less imposition the act will hold. Brown and Levinson (1987) also claimed that 

the linear relationship between politeness and directness is universal. However, 

Blum-Kulka (1987) contended that politeness and directness had no linear 

relationship in correspondence cross-culturally. She found in her study that speech 

act strategies that were too indirect like the hints can be perceived as impolite 

because they were too obscure to be appropriate in pragmatic use. Besides, take 

Persian as example, direct speech acts represent in-group solidarity (Eslamirasekh, 

1993). Other language like Russian, directness actually means in-group supports in 

daily communication (Thomas, 1983). These studies show that directness and 

indirectness in speech acts may represent different degrees of politeness in different 
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socio-cultural and pragmatic systems. In conclusion, the relationship between 

politeness and directness may not be the same across cultures. 

As noted by Kim (1993), the verbal strategies people employed in 

communications are greatly affected by cultural orientations, the individualistic 

orientation or the collectivistic orientation. For example, Chinese tend to express 

their politeness through the preliminaries of conversation and the ties of in-group 

membership instead of internal downgraders. In other words, Chinese people tend to 

avoid FTAs by establishing in-group membership, not by making use of indirectness 

in the language realizations (Hinkel, 1997; Zhang, 1995). On the contrary, redressive 

strategies and hedged devices such as particle, weakener, minimizer and downtoner 

are commonly used in American English to soften the FTA. For example, the word 

‘tiny’ in ‘there is a tiny problem’ is a minimizer. According to Hinkel (1997), 

hedging devices are considered polite and are thought of as norms in English. 

 

Interlanguage Pragmatics 

The notion of interlanguage is introduced by Larry Selinker. According to 

Selinker (1972), interlanguage is the “separate linguistic system based on the 

observable output which results from a learner’s attempted production of a TL 

norm” (p. 214). This distinguished linguistic system is created by second or foreign 

language learners in their language learning process, and is different from either the 

target language or the learners’ native language. In early days, studies about this 

distinguished system focused mainly on the linguistic components like phonological, 

morphological and syntactic systems. As the communication competence was 

increasingly emphasized more and more, learners’ ability to use the target language 

properly, namely their pragmatic competence, has received more and more attention. 

Kasper and Dahl (1991) defined interlanguage pragmatics, in a narrow sense, as 
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“nonnative speakers’ comprehension and production of speech acts, and how that 

L2-related knowledge is acquired” (p.216). According to Kasper (1992), 

interlanguage pragmatics (ILP) is a relative young field in second language 

acquisition (SLA) research, and most of the ILP studies are from the sociolinguistic 

perspective, focusing on how language learners use the target language and how 

learners are different from the native speakers of the target language. Yet, there are 

still some studies from the psycholinguistic perspective investigating learners’ 

cognitive development of pragmatic competence in their learning process (Ellis, 

1992; Schmidt, 1983). Both the two subtypes of ILP studies, the cross-cultural 

pragmatics and the interlanguage pragmatics, are linked to SLA research by the 

phenomenon of transfer (Kasper, 1992).  

 

Pragmatic Transfer 

According to Zegarac and Pennington (2000), the phenomenon of transfer is 

the influence on newly-learned knowledge by the existing knowledge in mind, 

which is also called “mental set” (p.166). The mental set is shaped by 

cultural-specific knowledge. People would operate such mental set whenever they 

encounter problems. When people from different culture backgrounds communicate 

with each other without perceiving the different mental sets of each other, 

miscommunication may probably happen. Such phenomenon is called pragmatic 

transfer, “the transfer of pragmatic knowledge in situations of intercultural 

communication” (Zegarac & Pennington, 2000, p. 167). Zegarac and Pennington 

(2000) contended that pragmatic transfer happens when second or foreign language 

learners transfer their knowledge of native language and culture in the 

communication in the target language context. Beebe, Takahashi, and Uliss-Weltz 

(1990) defined pragmatic transfer as “transfer of L1 sociocultural competence in 
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performing L2 speech acts or any other aspects of L2 conversation” (p. 56). 

As noted by Leech (1983), there are two perspectives on pragmatics. One is 

sociopragmatics, which is defined as “the sociological interface of pragmatics” (p. 

10), and the other is pragmalinguistics, “the study of the more linguistic end of 

pragmatics” (p.11). The pragmatic transfer is thus also two-fold. According to 

Kasper (1992), sociopragmatic transfer operates when “the social perceptions 

underlying language users’ interpretation and performance of linguistic action in L2 

are influenced by their assessment of subjectively equivalent L1 contexts” (p. 209). 

On the other hand, pragmalinguistic transfer designates “the process whereby the 

illocutionary force or politeness value assigned to particular linguistic material in L1 

influences learners’ perception and production of form-function mappings in L2” (p. 

209). Koike (1996) contended that learners would transfer their L1 pragmatic 

knowledge when performing speech acts in L2. They may produce an inappropriate 

utterance especially when they encountered with a relatively difficult speech act. 

Thomas (1983) regarded such inappropriate pragmatic transfer as pragmatic failure, 

and divided it into two aspects, pragmalinguisitc failure and sociopragmatic failure. 

According to Thomas, pragmalinguistic failure occurs when the learners use an 

inappropriate linguistic form to express a certain intention in the target language 

context. One source of pragmalinguistic failures is ‘teaching-induced errors’. One of 

the examples of teaching-induced errors is learner’s use of complete sentence 

responses in every communication context, which results from the fact that learners 

are always asked to respond in complete sentences in classroom practices (Kasper, 

1982). The other aspect of pragmatic failure is sociopragmatic failure. 

Sociopragmatic failure results from the inappropriate transfer between two 

discrepant socio-cultural value systems.   

Though the inappropriate pragmatic transfer in learner’s interlanguage causes 
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the breakdowns in cross-cultural communications, language learners’ interlanguage 

pragmatic systems and the phenomenon of pragmatic transfer are worth exploring 

(Zegarac & Pennington, 2000). It is needed for researchers to investigate learners’ 

interlanguage pragmatics in order to know how learner’s pragmatic knowledge is 

learned and how the cultural-specific backgrounds affect their pragmatic 

competence. In so doing, the pedagogical implications could be brought forth and 

would inspire both language instructors and learners.    

 

The Speech Act of Suggestion 

The present study focuses on a commonly used but relatively less studied 

speech act, suggestion. In Banerjee and Carrell’s (1988) study, suggestion was 

defined as advisement by using Searle’s (1969) term. This demonstrates that the 

definition of suggestion may overlap with that of advice to some extent. According 

to Edmondson (1981, p. 142), suggestion was defined as: 

(i) S wishes H to believe that S is in favour of H’s performing a future act 

A, as in the interests of H.  

(ii) In making a Suggest, S is assuming that it is not impossible that H will 

do A as a result of his making that Suggest. 

 

Compared with the felicity conditions of advising set up by Searle, suggestion 

denotes one more preparatory condition: S is assuming that it is possible, though not 

definite, that H will do A after the suggestion. In terms of sincerity condition, 

suggestion further denotes that it is a good idea for H to do A (Chen, 2002). That is 

to say, suggestion is a speech act that provides the hearers with ideas to consider but 

not necessarily to accept, while advising is a speech act with the illocutionary force 

expecting the hearers to accept and follow the advice. Thus, advice is stronger in the 

intensity than suggestion (Chen, 2002).  
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 The present study adopts the term of suggestion. The speech act of suggestion 

in this study encompasses the meanings of suggestion, advice and recommendation. 

The speakers make a suggestion when they want to express certain future act A that 

is beneficial (in speakers’ opinion) to the hearer. Besides, suggestion in this study is 

confined to the speaker-initiated suggestion. The suggestions that are asked for by 

the hearer are not considered in this study. 

 The following sections reviews literature on suggestion behaviors between 

American and Chinese societies and related studies on suggestion.  

 

Suggestion Behavior in American and Chinese Society 

In the American society, suggestion is regarded as an act that is beneficial to the 

hearer (Searle, 1969), but it would also threaten both the hearer’s negative face and 

the speaker’s positive face (Bayraktaroglu, 2001; Brown & Levinson, 1987; Kallia, 

2005; Leech, 1983). The hearer’s negative face is threatened because the hearer’s 

freedom of action is impeded since the hearer may be forced to take the suggestion 

just for the purpose of not hurting the speaker’s feeling (Kallia, 2005). On the other 

hand, the speaker’s positive face may also be threatened because people normally do 

not like to be those who seem to know better (Bayraktaroglu, 2001; Kallia, 2005; 

Leech, 1983).  

On the contrary, under the collectivistic value system, suggestions are actually 

regarded as tokens of friendliness, solidarity and admiration in Chinese culture 

(Lii-Shih, 1994). In societies with collectivistic value, the group benefit is held as 

the priority and people tend to keep the group harmonious. Therefore, making 

suggestions and offing advice are of high value because they are ways to increase 

group benefits. Moreover, in Chinese culture, the speech act that brings benefits to 

the hearer can satisfy the hearer’s positive face because it implies that the speaker 
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considers the hearer the in-group member (Lii-Shih, 1994; Tsuzuki, Takahashi, 

Patschke, & Zhang, 2001). However, native speakers of American English think of 

making suggestions or offing advice as an imposition on the hearer’s freedom. 

Cross-cultural difference is revealed here since the Chinese speakers regard 

suggestions as the token of friendliness, while the Americans may not think so. 

 

Related Studies on the Speech Act of Suggestion  

Among the small number of studies conducted to investigate ESL or EFL 

learners’ interlanguage suggestion, Banerjee and Carrell (1988) compared the way 

adult native speakers of American English and Chinese and Malay ESL students 

made suggestions with DCT questionnaire. They found that native speakers offered 

suggestions more frequently than the non-native speakers did, and that native 

speakers appeared to be less direct than non-native speakers. Also, it was found that 

participants were more willing to make suggestions to those they were familiar with. 

Banerjee and Carrell concluded that situation contexts and cultural differences 

should be taken into consideration when designing the language teaching materials.  

Hinkel (1997) compared advice-giving behaviors of English native speakers 

with advice-giving behaviors of Taiwanese ESL learners who had resided in 

America for at least 9 months. Employing DCT questionnaire, Hinkel found that the 

native English speakers tended to make suggestions more frequently than 

participants in the Chinese group. And both the American participants and ESL 

participants tended to be indirect when offering advice to hearers of higher status but 

be direct to hearers of equal status. 

Matsumura (2001) studied university-level Japanese students’ changes of 

socio-cultural perceptions and productions in offering advice during a year studying 

abroad in Canada with a multiple-choice questionnaire. It was found that, after a 
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period of time, these students were able to employ appropriate strategies when 

offering advice to individuals of equal or lower status. In addition to the social status, 

they began to take the situations and topics into consideration. Matsumura thus 

concluded that “living and studying in a target speech community had a positive 

impact on students’ pragmatic development” (Matsumura, 2001, p.667).  

DeCapua and Dunham (2007) compared and contrasted native speakers of 

American English with non-native speakers by asking the participants to write 

advice letters for the given situations. Non-native speakers consisted of two groups: 

one is the group of non-native speakers who were enrolled in an ESL writing class 

and the other is the group of proficient non-native speakers who had lived in 

America for at least five years. It was found that the native speakers implemented 

more downtoners and softeners, while the non-native speakers responded in a more 

brief and formulaic way. They also found that the proficient non-native speakers 

were still more close to ESL learners than to native speakers. DeCapua and Dunham 

thus suggested that language learners need to be aware of the socio-pragmatic norms 

in order to become successful and appropriate participants in the target culture.  

Liu and Zhao (2007) focused on suggestion in teacher-student conferences, 

comparing the suggestions produced by three native American instructors and three 

non-native instructors who were native speakers of Chinese in the English 

composition course. The results showed that there were no significant differences in 

the syntactic forms employed by the native and non-native groups, though the 

non-native instructors were slightly more direct than the native instructors, which 

may resulted from their educational experiences in their native country. Besides, the 

non-native instructors were less tactful than native instructors in using the softening 

strategies even though they were all advanced English learners and had received the 

instructor trainings.  
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These studies have shown that native speakers of American English and 

non-native speakers are different from each other in their suggestion behaviors. 

Though the exposure to native environment would improve non-native speakers’ 

pragmatic competence (Matsumura, 2001), they still deviated from the native 

speakers in the advising or suggesting strategies (DeCapua & Dunham, 2007; Liu & 

Zhao, 2007). This shows that the influence of non-native speakers’ L1 culture 

background cannot be ignored. Just as the result of Kallia’s (2005) study suggested, 

the cultural specificity played an influential role in the realization strategies of 

suggestion in different languages. For example, to be polite, the politeness marker, 

please, is important for the Greeks, while it is the interrogative sentence type that 

English speakers generally use to show politeness.  

In addition to the influence of non-native speakers’ L1 cultural backgrounds, 

the perceived familiarity and the relative social status between interlocutors would 

also affect the speaker’s use of suggestion strategies. For example, in Hinkel’s (1997) 

study, both native and non-native speakers were less direct when making 

suggestions to hearers of higher status. The influence of social factors could also be 

seen in two monolingual suggestion studies.  

Boatman (1987) investigated the effects of the speakers’ gender, social status 

and interrelationship on the unsolicited advising behaviors in a dormitory on one 

American university campus. Boatman found that the variable of gender overrode 

status for males in the frequency and forms of unsolicited advice. Even more, the 

interrelationship overrode both variables of gender and status.  

 The other study focused on Chinese suggestion forms and strategies in group 

counseling. Chen (2002) found that groups with higher intimacy among members 

would have smoother atmosphere in the counseling process and the group members 

would be more willing to make suggestions.   



 

 

27

Summary 

So far, we have reviewed the theories of speech act, politeness theories and 

cultural value systems in American and Chinese societies respectively. We have also 

reviewed how different value systems affect the attitudes toward the speech act of 

suggestion and how different social variables affect the suggestion strategies.   

Studies mentioned above have shown that cultural difference is an influential 

factor in native speakers’ and non-native speakers’ willingness of making 

suggestions and the directness of suggestion realization strategies. However, little 

research has been done to compare EFL learners’ suggestion behaviors with their L1 

suggestion behaviors to see whether there is a pragmatic transfer or not. There is a 

small amount of research investigating EFL learners’ suggestion behaviors from 

cross-cultural perspective, too. Therefore, the present study aims at investigating 

Taiwanese EFL learners’ suggestion behaviors from the cross-cultural perspective.  

Besides, the literature reviewed above shows that familiarity and social status are 

two influential social variables on speakers’ choices of suggestion strategies. 

However, little interlanguage suggestion research considered these two variables 

simultaneously. Therefore, the present study includes both interrelationship 

familiarity and social status as the contextual variables.  

The present study is going to probe into the following questions: 

1. What are the differences in the suggestion behaviors between native American 

speakers and native Chinese speakers due to different culture value systems? 

2. How do the two social variables, familiarity and social status, affect participants’ 

behaviors of suggestion-making? 

3. How is Taiwanese EFL learners’ interlanguage suggestion shaped? To what 

extent does their L1 background knowledge affect their suggestion behaviors?


