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This study investigated refusal expressions in six Asian languages—Japanese, Indonesian, Korean,
Vietnamese, Filipino, and Chinese—as an expansion and development of the work by Candy (2015). The
purpose of this study was to examine whether there is a relationship between language category
(head-initial/final language) and the occurrence of semantic formula function groups (SFFGs) in refusal
expressions. For this purpose, a survey called Discourse Completion Test (DCT) was conducted with native
speakers of the six languages between 2014 and 2016. The test was set with four levels of
closeness—stranger, acquaintance, friend, and best friend—and consisted of two sections—writing and
ordering options. The respondents were asked to refuse a request of volunteer work for a charity event.

The refusal expressions were analyzed by their semantic formula. A semantic formula is an analyzing
unit for speech acts, such as a refusal or apology, that allows us to compare these expressions among
languages. In a previous study, Whorf (1956) stated that linguistic categories influence human thought and
behavior. Yamanashi (1986) also mentioned that there is a close relationship between grammar and
pragmatics in order to define a discourse accomplishment. Furthermore, Sakuma, Kato, and Machida (2004)
confirmed that discourse has structure, similar to a sentence. Considering this, language structure is assumed
to have a relationship with the construction of an expression or discourse.

The result of analysis on refusal expressions of the six languages showed that head-initial languages
have a strong tendency to use “Refusal” before another semantic formula, and head-final languages have a
tendency to use “Refusal” after other SFFGs. Meanwhile, results of the analysis of variance on the levels of
closeness of each language showed that respondents change their ways of refusals depending on their
closeness to the requester. Data on all the languages showed a tendency to use the refusal-first type toward
strangers.

This study also proposed a factor-based model of refusal expression types that consists of two factors,



grammatical and functional, that affect one’s way of refusing. If more than one refusal type exists, which is
grammatically possible in a language, functional factors such as the levels of closeness determine which
type is commonly used in a society based on their social values and cultural views.

In conclusion, this study clarifies the relationship between language category and the occurrence of
SFFGs in refusal expressions. Further, the study examines the effect of levels of closeness on the refusal
type in each language. The results might support the Whorf hypothesis, although this needs to be proved

further, for example, in European languages and other settings such as an apology.



