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1.1.1

Introduction

The philosophical origin

All social activities of human beings are driven by intentions. Linguistic
activity is no exception. Basically, the aim of pragmatics is to explain how we
use language to successfully achieve our intentions.

The term “pragmatics” was originally used by philosophers, not by
linguists. It will be beneficial for a better understanding of the nature of
pragmatics to have some knowledge of how the term initially came into use.

The use of the term is usually attributed to two American philosophers
C. Morris and R. Carnap, who first introduced the term “pragmatics” in their
study of semiotics in the 1930s. Morris distinguished three aspects of semiotic
inquiry, i.e. syntactics (or syntax), being the study of the “formal relation of
signs to one another”, semantics, the study of the “relation of signs to the
objects to which the signs are applicable,” and pragmatics, the study of “the
relation of signs to interpreters.”(qtd. in Levinson, 1983: 1)

Carnap adopted the following version of the trichotomy:

If in an investigation explicit reference is made to the speaker, or to put it
in more general terms, to the user of the language, then we assign it (the
investigation) to the field of pragmatics ... if we abstract from the user of
the language and analyze only the expressions and their designata, we are in
the field of semantics. And, finally, if we abstract from the designata also and
analyze only the relations between the expressions, we are in logical syntax.

(Levinson, 1983: 2-3)
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Pragmatics

1.1.2 The growth of pragmatics in modern linguistics

Pragmatics is a relatively young branch of linguistic studies. It was not
until the second half of the 20th century that some linguists and scholars in
related areas of research became aware of the pragmatic features of language.
Henceforth, serious investigations began. Pragmatics developed quickly. The
rise and growth of pragmatics is the natural outcome of the expansion of the
field of modern linguistics and the deepening of its studies. What follows is a
brief overview of the development of modern linguistics.

Like any other field of science, modern linguistic studies have been
a process of continuous exploration and development. The publication of
the Swiss linguist F. de Saussure’s book Course in General Linguistics at the
beginning of the 20th century is generally regarded as marking the birth
of modern linguistics. In this book Saussure made a number of important
dichotomies in the study of linguistics, of which’is the well-known and
significant one between “langue” and “parole.” These two French words
correspond to the two English terms “language” and “speech” respectively,
the former referring to the system of language per se and the latter to the
actualization of this abstract system. Saussure’s purpose in making such a
distinction is to single out one aspect of language for serious study, i.e. the
abstract language system, not the use of language, which was considered by
him as “heterogeneous”. The keynote for modern linguistics was thus set by
Saussure and it remained dominant for about half a century. It was echoed
about 50 years later by the American linguist N. Chomsky’s dichotomy of
competence and performance, despite the difference in the two scholars’
views with regard to the essence of human language.

This explains why for quite a long period of time modern linguists
almost entirely devoted themselves to the study of language itself, keeping the
actual use of language out of their scope of study. To the pioneer of American
structuralism, J. Bloomfield and a whole generation of linguists following
him, linguistics simply meant phonetics, phonemics, and morphology, and
syntax was comsidered so abstract that it was virtually beyond the horizon of
discovery. With his proposal of a syntax-centered linguistic theory in the late
1950s, Chomsky, so to speak, started a revolution in the world of linguistic
studies. Placing grammaticality at the core of his language theory, Chomsky
still regarded meaning as altogether too messy for serious contemplation.
Then, in the 1960s—1970s some linguists tried to incorporate meaning into
a formal linguistic theory. This was an important advancement in modern
linguistic study as meaning finally found its way into the field. Yet initial
investigations of meaning were limited to the inherent, abstract meaning of
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language. But once the door was opened, there could be no more exclusion
of the notion of context from the linguists’ research. “So pragmatics was
henceforth on the linguistic map. Its colonization was only the last stage of a
wave-by-wave expansion of linguistics from a narrow discipline dealing with
the physical data of speech, to a broad discipline taking in form, meaning, and
context.” (Leech, 1983: 2)

The brief review above has summarized the major developmental
stages of linguistic studies on the American continent. On the other side of
the Atlantic, Europe has an even longer history and a tradition of its own in
academic pursuit. Some distinguished linguists and scholars have put forward
creative theories and viewpoints that have contributed to the establishment of
pragmatics as an independent branch of study. For example, the noted British
linguist J. Firth, under the influence of his tutor the Polish anthropologist B.
Malinowski, called attention to the importance of the notion of context in the
explication of language meaning as early as the 1930s. The essence of his idea
is that only in context can language meaning be identified.

The contemporary British linguist M. A. K. Halliday, holding a social
view of language, has proposed a comprehensive functionalist language
theory. According to Halliday, the universals of human languages are not due
to the biological features we humans share, but due to the social functions
we humans all want our languages to perform for us. From a functional
perspective, the evolution of human language into its present status is
determined by the functions language is supposed to perform to satisfy
the social needs of human beings; thus describing and explaining language
in terms of its structure and use cannot be divorced from its functions.
Functional language theories have played a role in promoting the development
of pragmatics.

Although pragmatics is admittedly a branch of linguistic study, its
establishment and development are not entirely attributable to linguists. The
names of some philosophers are closely associated with it and in a sense serve
as milestones in its development, as Huang Yan (2007: 2-3) succinctly states:

When it came to the 1950s, two opposing schools of thought emerged
within the analytic philosophy of language: the school of ideal language
philosophy and the school of ordinary language philosophy. The central
ideas underlying the former were originated by the philosophers Gottlob
Frege, Alfred Tarski, and Bertrand Russell.

Ideal language philosophers were primarily interested in the study of
logical systems of artificial languages. However, the partially successful
application of its theory and methodology to natural language in the
1950s and 1960s by followers of the school such as Richard Montague,
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David Donaldson, and David Lewis led to the development of today’s
formal semantics. By contrast, within the tradition of ordinary language
philosophy, emphasis was placed on natural language rather than the
formal languages studied by the logicians ... Other leading thinkers of
the school included the philosophers H. P. Grice, Peter Strawson, John
Searle, and the later Ludwig Wittgenstein.

It was within the tradition of ordinary language philosophy that in the
late 1950s the British ordinary language philosopher J. Austin proposed the
Speech Act Theory, which has become a core theory in the whole area of
pragmatic studies, and at the same time has exerted a strong influence on
such interdisciplinary branches as psycholinguistics, sociolinguistics, and
applied linguistics. Another is P. Grice, the British/American philosopher who
proposed the Cooperative Principle based on the discrepancy between
formal logic and natural language logic.and his theory of conversational
implicature. Although the principle/theory has some weaknesses and has
been challenged with criticisms, it still remains a powerful mechanism in the
explanation of language meaning. As Huang states, “On the linguistics front,
in the late 1960s and early 1970s a campaign was launched by some of Noam
Chomsky’s disaffected pupils in generative semantics, notably Jerry Katz, J. R.
Ross and George Lakoff, to challenge their teacher’s treatment of language as
an abstract, mental device divorced from the uses and functions of language ...
who were attracted to the philosophical work by Austin, Grice, Strawson, and
Searle, helped to empty what the philosopher Yehoshua Bar-Hillel called the
‘pragmatic wastebasket’...” (Huang Yan, 2007: 2-3) .

Then, as a social phenomenon, language activities have also drawn
the attention of sociologists. In the 1960s—70s, some American sociologists
H. Sacks, E. A. Schegloff, and G. Jefferson, applying the methods used in
sociological research, analyzed some data taken from authentic conversations
in an attempt to discover the laws governing the structure of natural
conversation. Their findings have remained an important part of pragmatics
literature.

Since the late 1980s the cognitive trend in the study of linguistics as a
whole has also spread to pragmatics, and a new branch of pragmatic studies,
cognitive pragmatics has come into being. Of the various cognition-based
theories and frameworks proposed, the most influential is perhaps the
Relevance Theory proposed by D. Sperber and D. Wilson (1986).

To sum up, diachronically speaking, pragmatics is the outcome
of the development of modern linguistics, and to some extent it is an
interdisciplinary field of research because it is an area where scholars of related



