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Defining Pragmatics

S. Levinson

1.2 Defining Pragmatics

The relatively restricted sense of the term pragmatics in Anglo-
American philosophy and linguistics, and correspondingly in this
book, deserves some attempt at definition. Such a definition is,
however, by no means easy to provide, and we shall play with a
number of possibilities each of which will do little more than
sketch a range of possible scopes for the field. This diversity of
possible definitions and lack of clear boundaries may be
disconcerting, but it is by no means unusual: since academic fields
are congeries of preferred methods, implicit assumptions, and
focal problems or subject matters, attempts to define them are
rarely wholly satisfactory. And indeed, in one sense there is no
problem of definition at all: just as, traditionally, syntax is taken
to be the study of the combinatorial properties of words and their
parts, and semantics to be the study of meaning, so pragmatics is
the study of language usage. Such a definition is just as good (and
bad) as the parallel definitions of the sister terms, but it will
hardly suffice to indicate what the practitioners of pragmatics
actually do; to find that out, as in any discipline, one must go and
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take a look.

Nevertheless, there are reasons for attempting at least some
indication of the scope of pragmatics. In the first place, it is
simply a sufficiently unfamiliar term. In the second place, it is
not so easy to just “go and take a look” at what workers in
pragmatics do: there are (at the time of writing) no available
textbooks, only one specialist journal (Journal of Pragmatics) and
that covering the broader Continental usage of the term, only a
handful of monographs and a few collections of papers. Nevertheless,
there is much work scattered throughout the various journals of
linguistics and philosophy. Thirdly, some authors seem to suggest
that there is no coherent field at all; thus Lyons (1977a: 17)
states that “the applicability [of the distinction between syntax,
semantics and pragmatics] to the description of natural languages,
in contrast to the description or construction of logical calculi, is,
to say the least, uncertain,” while Searle, Kiefer & Bierwisch
(1980: viii) suggest that “ Pragmatics is one of those words
(societal and cognitive are others) that give the impression that
something quite specific and technical is being talked about when
often in fact it has no clear meaning.” The pragmaticist is thus
challenged to show that, at least within the linguistic and
philosophical tradition that is the concern of this book, the term
does have clear application.

Let us therefore consider a set of possible definitions of
pragmatics. We shall find that each of them has deficiencies or
difficulties of a sort that would equally hinder definition of other
fields, but at least in this way, by assaults from all flanks, a good
‘sketch of the general topography can be obtained.

Let us start with some definitions that are in fact less than
satisfactory. One possible definition might go as follows:
pragmatics is the study of those principles that will account for
why a certain set of sentences are anomalous, or not possible
utterances. That set might include:*
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(1) 7?Come there please!

(2) ??Aristotle was Greek, but I don’t believe it

(3) ??Fred’s children are hippies, and he has no children

(4) ??Fred’s children are hippies, and he has children

(5) 7?1 order you not to obey this order

(6) 271 hereby sing

(7) ??As everyone knows, the earth please revolves around
the sun

The explanation of the anomalies exhibited by these sentences
might be provided by pointing out that there are no, or at least no
ordinary, contexts in which they could be appropriately used.?
Although an approach of this sort may be quite a good way of
illustrating the kind of principles that pragmatics is concerned
with, it will hardly do as an explicit definition of the field — for
the simple reason that the set of pragmatic (as opposed to
semantic, syntactic or sociolinguistic) anomalies are presupposed,
rather than explained.®

Another kind of definition that might be offered would be
that pragmatics is the study of language from a functional
perspective, that is, that it attempts to explain facets of linguistic
structure by reference to non-linguistic pressures and causes. But
such a definition, or scope, for pragmatics would fail to
distinguish linguistic pragmatics from many other disciplines
interested in functional approaches to language, including
psycholinguistics and sociolinguistics. Moreover, it may be
plausibly argued that to adopt a definition of this sort is to confuse
the motives for studying pragmatics, with the goals or general
shape of a theory (about which more later).

One quite restricted scope for pragmatics that has been
proposed is that pragmatics should be concerned solely with
principles of language usage, and have nothing to do with the
description of linguistic structure. Or, to invoke Chomsky’s
distinction between competence and performance, pragmatics is
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concerned solely with performance principles of language usc.
Thus, Katz & Fodor (1963) suggested that a theory of pragmatics
(or a theory of setting selection as they then called it) would
essentially be concerned with the disambiguation of sentences by
the contexts in which they were uttered. In fact it is clear that
contexts do a lot more than merely select between available
semantic readings of sentences — for example, irony,
understatement and the like are kinds of use that actually create
new interpretations in contexts. Still, one could claim that
grammar (in the broad sense inclusive of phonology, syntax and
semantics) is concerned with the context-free assignment of
meaning to linguistic forms, while pragmatics is concerned with
the further interpretation of those forms in a context:

[ Grammars ] are theories about the structure of sentence
types ... Pragmatic theories, in contrast, do nothing to
explicate the structure of linguistic constructions or
grammatical properties and relations ... They explicate the
reasoning of speakers and hearers in working out the
correlation in a context of a sentence token with a
proposition. In this respect, a pragmatic theory is part of
performance. (Katz, 1977:19)

This position has a number of adherents (Kempson, 1975, 1977;
Smith & Wilson, 1979), but it has a serious difficulty. The
problem is that aspects of linguistic structure sometimes directly
encode (or otherwise interact with) features of the context. It
then becomes impossible to draw a neat boundary between
context-independent grammar ( competence ) and context-
dependent interpretation ( performance ). This problem is
unwittingly illustrated by Katz’s explication of this boundary: he
points out that the pairs rabbit and bunny, or dog and doggie
differ in that the second member of each pair is appropriately
used either by or to children. Since the distinction is one relating
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to the appropriate users of the terms in a context, the distinction
would not be part of a linguistic description of English, which
would merely note that the members of each pair are
synonymous. However, it is clear that the distinction is built into
the language, in just the same way that in many languages degrees
of respect between participants are encoded in lexis and
morphology. Katz suggests that in order to ascertain whether a
linguistic feature is context-dependent or context-independent, we
imagine the feature occurring on an anonymous postcard (as an
approximation to the empty or null context).* But if we apply this
criterion we sce that the implication or inference that speaker or
addressee is a child is as available when bunny is written on an
anonymous postcard as it is when said in some concrete
appropriate context (Gazdar, 1979a: 3). And that of course is
because the kind of appropriate speaker or addressee is encoded
by the term bunny.

Here we come to the heart of the definitional problem: the
term pragmatics covers both context-dependent aspects of
language structure and principles of language usage and
understanding that have nothing or little to do with linguistic
structure. It is difficult to forge a defimition that will happily
cover both aspects. But this should not be taken to imply that
pragmatics is a hodge-podge, concerned with quite disparate and
unrelated aspects of language; rather, pragmaticists are
specifically interested in the inter-relation of language structure
and principles of language usage. Let us now consider some
potential definitions that are more plausible candidates.

We may begin with a definition that is specifically aimed at
capturing the concern of pragmatics with features of language
structure. The definition might go as follows:

(8) Pragmatics is the study of those relations between language
and context that are grammaticalized, or encoded in the
structure of a language®



