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o (Autbm of this textbook)

‘Background of pragmatics

Any attempt to write a textbook of pragmatics should not fail to mention
the initiators of this field of linguistic enquiry. As is well-known to the
linguistic field, pragmatics as a subfield of linguistics was advocated in the
1930s by Morris, Carnap, and Peirce. For them, syntax handles the formal
relations of linguistic signs to one another; semantics addresses the relation
of signs to their denotation; and pragmatics deals with the relation of signs to
their users and interpreters (Morris, 1938/1971). In this sense, pragmatics is
the study of those context-dependent aspects of meaning which are beyond
the literal meaning studied in semantics.

The most significant event in the development of a framework for
pragmatics was the delivery of Grice’s lecture on “Logic and Conversation”
in 1967. Its tenet is that a systematic account of language use requires
a simpler, more elegant description of language structure. Since then, a
primary goal of pragmatics has remained to separate pragmatic theory from
syntactico-semantic theory.

The past thirty-odd years have witnessed an ever-growing interest
in pragmatics and pragmatic problems. The International Pragmatics
Association (IPrA) has been in existence for more than twenty years, and has



organized several international conferences. Two international journals—

Journal of Pragmatics since 1977 and Pragmatics since 1991—are published
currently. Many other publications, including textbooks and reference books
as well as a Concise Encyclopedia of Pragmatics (1998), have been in circulation.
In addition, a great number of working papers, theses, and dissertations
have been warmly received. Whatever we say about the theory, complete or
incomplete, one point that must be clarified here is: pragmatics has come
into being as a discipline in its own right, and it is here to stay.

Before closing this section, we will mention another trend in pragmatic
studies, without which the book cannot be said to be up-to-date. More
recently, work in pragmatic theory has extended from the attempt to
distinguish between pragmatics on one side and syntax and semantics on
the other side (i.e. to mark off clear borderlines to other disciplines), to
reconsider the essence of the theory by arguing that pragmatics characterizes
a new way of looking at linguistic phenomena. To put it in another way,
pragmatics is not confined to the division of the “linguistic pie”, but reaches
out to psycholinguistics, sociolinguistics, and other “hyphenated” areas by
emphasizing their influence on each other. In short, pragmatics offers us a
perspective of probing into language phenomena. Then roughly speaking,
there are two views about pragmatics in the present ime—one being the
component view and the other the perspective view.

The above sketch of the development of pragmatics has prepared us
for a comparison of the definitions of the term, a more detailed explanation
of the component view and the perspective view, and the purposes of this
linguistic enquiry.

Definitions of pragmatics

The term “pragmatics” was first introduced in Foundations of the
Theory of Signs by Morris (1938/1971), who contrasts it with syntax and
semantics. For Morris, pragmatics is the study of the relation of linguistic
units to their users. Expanding his definition a bit more, Morris tells
us that pragmatics is the study of “all the psychological, biological, and
sociological phenomena which occur in the functioning of signs” (Morris,
1938/1971). The problem with this broad view of pragmatics is that it
is too inclusive to be of much use. Using this definition, pragmatics has



Background and definitions

as its domain any human activity involving language, which entails all the
human sciences becoming part of pragmatics. From this, we can see that
the term defined above is too ambitious to be useful. It must be restricted in
some way.

Mey (2001, p. 6) defines pragmatics as the study of “the use of
language in human communication as determined by the conditions
of society.” Yet this definition is still not clear enough because
“the conditions of society” seems to be too general a concept to be
manageable in linguistic studies.

When making a distinction between a theory of semantics and a theory

of pragmatics, Davis (1991, p. 11) points out that “Pragmatics will have as its
domain speakers’ communicative intentions, the uses of language that require
such intentions, and the strategies that hearers employ to determine what
these intentions and acts are, so that they can understand what the speaker
intends to communicate.” From this, Davis tells us that pragmatics is about
the encoding and decoding of the speaker’s communicative intentions. This
is different from the speaker’s referential intentions, which fall within the
scope of semantics.

An exact echo of this explanation of pragmatics can be found in
Yule’s Pragmatics (1996, p. 3), where pragmatics is defined as “the study of
speaker meaning, the study of contextual meaning, the study of how more
gets communicated than is said, and the study of the expression of relative
distance.” These, according to Yule, are the four areas that pragmatics is
concerned with. The first area has to do with the analysis of what the speaker
(or writer; for simplicity, we will use “speaker” as a cover term throughout
the book) means by what he says rather than what the exact words might
mean by themselves. The second involves the interpretation of what the
speaker means in a particular context and how the context influences what he
says. The third explores how the hearer (or reader; we will use “hearer” for
both of them throughout the book) draws inferences about how a great deal
of what is unsaid is intended to be part of what is communicated from what
is said. The last area investigates how the physical, social, or psychological
distance between the speaker and the hearer influences their communication.
This definition is much clearer for beginners in the discipline, but it is a little
wordy. '

At this point Grundy’s shorter—but clearer—explanation of pragmatics
comes into play. According to Grundy (2000, p. 3), “pragmatics is about
explaining how we produce and understand ... everyday but apparently rather



