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A Brief Analysis on Pragmatics
——from a specific case

Tang Tang

(Foreign Languages Department Beijing Wuzi University 101149 )

[ Abstract] In recent years, there have been a large number of conversation analytic studies on
real-time conversation in a wide range of diverse languages which have explored social actions in their
sequential context. These studies offer exemples of interactional social activities that may be used for
teaching L2 semantics and pragmatics. Such data excerpts may be accompanied by instructional activi-
ties that provide opportunities for learners to expand their knowledge about 1.2 socio-pragmatic informa-
tion and to practise those learned verbal patterns in interactions inside and outside of the classroom.

[ Key Words] Pragmatics; Interactional social activities; L2

I . Introduction

From previous research, “semantics” could be defined as“the systematic study of meaning” , and
“linguistics semantics” is “the study of how language organize and express meanings”. It mainly

deals with the meaning of words and sentences. Unlike semantics, pragmatics deals with “utterance

meaning”’ contextual meaning, speaker meaning. In other words, semantics answers questions
like “What does x mean?”, whereas pragmatics answers questions like “ What did you mean by saying
x7”. It can be seen that pragmatics is concerned with issues such as speaker (hearer) intentions
knowledge, beliefs, assumptions, goals and things related to mental, cognitive concepts. It is also
concerned with issues such as context, setting, and situations in the socio-cultural aspect of language.

The following analysis of the dialogue from the film Bend it Like Beckham will be in terms of



OFFTHRO

semantics and pragmatics, and this paper will then suggest one way it could be used in a TESOL

classroom activity.

II. the analysis of the dialogue

Background of the film:Jess is an Indian girl who lives in England with her family. She loves
football very much and she can not help herself falling in love with her young and handsome coach who
is an English man. But her love is strongly opposed by her traditional Indian family which insists that
she should have an Indian boy friend not an English man. At the same time, she finds her best friend ,
Jules, an English girl, loves the coach too. In this situation, she feels quite confused and sad, and
she tells her feelings to her friend Tony, an Indian boy. The following conversation is between them.

Detail Analysis: The analysis about the conversation will be carried out in terms of “the Co-
operative Principle” and “Speech Acts”.

Point 1.  Jess: Do you fancy me, Tony?

Tony; T like you, yeah...

In this context, Tony doesn’ t answer the question directly. He uses another similar word to
replace the word “like”. In terms of semantics, “fancy” and “like” share the same meaning to some
extent. But in terms of pragmatics, the phrase from Tony simply functions as a way of saying “I just
regard you as a good friend. I do not love you as you expect. I say so because I do not want to hurt

»”

you .

Politeness Principle (PP)” ( Rose & Kasper,
2001:125). On the other hand, according to “the Co-operative Principle” , this piece of conversation

This is“ one of the principles of pragmatics

could be what we call “the Maxim of quality”.
Point 2.  Jess: Well good, maybe we can go out, then, yeah?
Tony: Jess, what’s going on?

In this context, the utterance from Jess has little to do with any meaning of“go out” (in seman-
tics) that learners are likely to have been taught. Her intended meaning ( in pragmatics) is like saying
“Let’ s be lovers. Let’ s have date”. In “Speech Acts”, it should be classified into “illocutionary
force”. Of course, Tony understands the mental intentions of Jess, he feels something unusual and he
asks instead of answering the question.

Point 3.  Jess: Oh, Beckham’s the best.

Tony: Yes! Oh, I really like Beckham too.
Jess: Of course you do. No one can cross the ball or bend it like Beckham.
Tony: No Jess--- I really like Beckham.
Jess: What do you mean?
Tony: ....
In this context, Tony emphasizes he likes Beckham. No one can resist the charms of Beckham,

as Jess says. But the real intention of Tony can be found in his intonation, stress and the silence; He
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likes man. He is a gay. We should be very careful about the “locutionary force” of Jess and the “illo-
cutionary force” of Tony here. The former is really commenting on Beckham, however, the latter (in
pragmatics) has his intended meaning rather than the literal meaning (in semantics) he said. And

from the conversation, we probably can infer that Beckham, in Tony’s mind, is a symbol of man.

. How could the Conversation Analysis ( CA) be used in a TESOL classroom activity?

1. Classroom activity with such a conversation( Huth & Taleghani-Nikazm, 2006 )

Step 1. Type and print this dialogue as a piece of handout.

Step 2. Let students in class discuss the dialogue and guess the two persons’ relationship and the
context.

Step 3. Select one girl and one boy to read the dialogue with their own understanding of the
characters.

Step 4. Let students watch the extract of the film and show the background of this film to them.

Step 5. Discuss again.

Step 6. Invite two volunteers to role-play the dialogue with emotions.

Step 7. Free talking in class.

Focus on:

1) What the real relationship between the two persons?

2) Are there any differences between what they said and want they actually wanted to mean? If
there are, where are they?

3) Have you been confronted with such situations (in focus 2) in your daily life? If there are,
give us examples.

4) How do you think of such situations?

5) Do you think there are any differences between this kind of situation in the film and in your
daily life in which you use your first language? If there are, what are they?

Step 8. Go to theories on semantics and pragmatics and illustrate many useful examples.

Step 9. Explain the socio-cultural elements in the dialogue.

Step 10. Draw the conclusion on the questions of Step 7 with the reference of Step 8 and Siep 9.

2. The significance based on such CA analyses in TESOL classroom

Recently, many papers are discussing the question of why semantics and pragmatics should be
taught in the foreign language classroom and demonstrating how this can be achieved effectively with
materials informed by conversation analysis.

Asking 12 students to analyze such conversations in terms of semantics and pragmatics in class-
room indeed provides a cultural perspective of target language and the proper understanding of the lan-
guage for 1.2 students.

In a TESOL classroom, L2 learners may benefit from instruction with CA-based materials with the

ability to anticipate, interpret and produce socio-pragmatically appropriate verbal behavior in the target
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language ( Crystal, 1997 ). CA-based materials thus provide a rich resource for language teachers
based on solid empirical evidence, and effectively enable L2 learners to engage in cross-culturally
variable language behavior inside, even outside of class.

In the past, L2 learners are always provided with authentic examples that are based on final
findings in conversation analysis. These materials provide L2 learners not only with explicit information
about socio-pragmatic norms, but also with opportunities to practice and use the learned 12 socio-prag-

matic norms inside and outside of class as they interact with one another in the target language.

IV. Conclusion

Pragmatics in this definition refers to speakers’ knowledge about social conventions and the ways
they interact with one another in particular social situations according to those conventions ( Cutting,
2002). The nature of these conventions may be partly universal and partly culturally specific.

According to this culturally inspired approach to CA, L2 students could have the chance to be in-
structed through the native speakers’ interaction and their cultural norms, i. e. what can be said and

what should not be said in particular situations, as well as the ways to say what can be said.
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Conservatism in Pronunciation and Stress of
American English

Bai Lu

( China Foreign Affairs University Beijing 100037)

[ Abstract] The differentiation between American English and British English lies in their pro-
nunciation and stress pattern. Those pronunciation difference lies in glottal stop, vowel changes and in
stress assignment of some words. In other words, there is indeed a “lag” in American English, espe-
cially in pronunciation, which contributes to its archaic feature.

[ Key Words] Admixture; Glottal stop; Vowel changes; Stress; Pronunciation

I . Introduction

Before starting the comparison, some terms need further clarifying. Concerning British English
pronunciation, it virtually means Received Pronunciation (RP). As to American English, it usually
confines to General American English (GA). To be more specific, RP originates from the south-east-
emn England, and is now used by 85% of English people, as well as BBC. GA is closely related to
Midwestern dialect in the United States, and used by 2/3 of the Americans, as well as VOA. Both re-
present the standard of pronunciation of the two countries respectively.

In comparison of American English with British English, the differences of pronunciation are most
prominent. By studying these differences, “Krapp and Kurath observe that all features of American
pronunciation can be found in one or another of the British local dialects. ” ( Algeo, et al. , 2001 : 74)
Moreover, from the perspective of historical linguistics, the recent finding is that the standard language
is by no means the oldest type, but has arisen from local dialects, under some particular historical
condition. London English is specially claimed to be the case. Following is a description of the inter-
esting progress in historical linguists.

Because the admixture of forms from other dialects had been observed only in the standard lan-
guage, one jumped at the conclusion that local dialects were free from this admixture and, therefore,
in a historical sense, more regular. “ At this stage, therefore, accordingly, we find dialect grammar
shows the relation of the sounds and inflections of a local dialect to those of some older stage of the lan-
guage. ” ( Bloomfield, 2001 ; 340)

Therefore, from these findings, it is fair to say that those distinctive pronunciations in American
English, which do not exist in RP, can trace back and relate to some dialects existing or once existed

in England. Yet the dialects themselves are relics of an older stage of English language, thus
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manifesting the archaic features of the American pronunciation. To examine these {eatures in detail , it

is necessary to analyze the words separately and study their connection with the British dialects of older

stage.

I. Conservatism in Pronunciation

Probably the most noticeable difference between American English and British English is that
Americans tend to pronounce the post-vocalic /1/, while British people almost lost it, or pronounce it

as /9/ In some cases.

American English British English
car [ kar | [ka: ]
here [ hir ] [ hia ]
poor [ pur] [ pua]
shirt [ fart] [a:t]

In the seventeenth century, the majority of the English settlers are from north-eastern England.
Therefore, this rhotic accent has prevailed in America. Although this rhotic accent has been lost in
RP, it still can be found in north-eastern England dialects. In fact, in the seventeenth century, the
majority of the English people pronounced the post-vocalic /r/. It is until eighteenth century, when
London became the economic centre and Oxford became the academic center of the country, that the
non-rhotic accent began to prevail in England( People in both places have a very similar non-rhotic ac-
cent).

Another characteristic pronunciation in American English is the glottal stop, which is produced by
complete closure of the glottis, or vocal cords. This sound can be exemplified in words like writien and
bitten. But surprisingly, this sound is also considered “characteristic of some British dialects, most
particularly of Cockney”. (Tottie, 2005; 17)

Given the differences concerning vowels, the archaic feature is even easier to trace, for there
have been comparatively drastic and regular vowel changes in the history of English.

Generally speaking, the history of English language can be divided into three stages: the Old
English period, the Middle English period, and the Modern English period. The Old English period
reached its end in 1150; from 1150-1500 is the Middle English period; from 1500 up to now, is the
Modern English period. The Modermn English period is further divided into Early Modern English
(1500 ~1650) and Modern English (1650 ~ now ). In the 1450s, the English language started under-
taking the vowel changes, known as the Great Vowel Shift. This process continued for several centu-
ries, and finished approximately in 1750.

Elizabethan English is the start point of American English, as discussed in the previous section,

and 1t is the Early Modern English in 1600. At that time, the Great Vowel Shift is near completion, but
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still hasn’ t reached its present form. Moreover, the changes in Britain hereafter did not reach the oth-
er side of the ocean. Therefore, under this general background, the differentiation in vowels probably
can all be offered an historical reason.

Generally speaking, the existing differences concerning the vowel /&/ is particular Americanism.
In American English, when the phone /a:/ is put before consonants /f/, /s/, /6/ and /ns/, it shifts
to the phone /&/ ;

American English British English
bath [ b ] [ba:6]
glance [ gleens | [gla:ns]
half [ heef] [ ha.f]
pass [pas] [ pazs]

According to historical linguistic studies of British English, before the middle of the eighteenth
century, this /a:/ phone hasn’t been found in these words. It is not until the 1800s that this sound
began to appear in the dialects around London area, and later was spread out to the whole country.

Another distinctive difference between the two varieties is that, the vowel /5/ in British English is

correlatively pronounced as /a/ in American English:

American English British English
box [ baks ] [ boks ]
clock [ klak] [ klok ]
hot [ hat] [ hot ]
stop [ stap ] [ stop ]

According to orthography in the sixteenth and seventeenth century, as well as the description
given by Mauger, a seventeenth-century French linguist, the vowel /5/ in Modern English is derived
from Middle and Old English /a/. For instance, Queen Elizabeth first used stap instead of stop in her
letters; Lord Foppington wrote Gad, bax rather than God, box in his script. In the Authorized Version
of the Bible published in 1611, which is considered as the pavestone of Modern English, plat was
used, rather than plo:. Later the orthography was fixed to the modern form, and the pronunciation in
England changed accordingly. However, the pronunciation mentioned above stayed unchanged in the
United States.

There is a differentiation which is not often mentioned, but it is worth noticing; vowel /A/ in
American English is pronounced as /3/. ( Although in K. K. phonetic transcription system, words like
but is transcribed /bat/, the same as in IPA system, this /A/ is pronounced differently from that of
IPA. In American English, this vowel is pronounced so similar to /5/ that even native GA speakers
can hardly recognize the difference. Therefore, there is a growing trend to use /3/ in transcribing this

sound. Its real pronunciation of some words is shown here. )
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American English British English
but [ bat | - [ bat]
courage [ 'korldz | [ "karldz ]
cut [ kot ] [ kat ]
hungry [ "hogri } [ "hagri |
hurry [ "hori [ "harni ]

The same phenomenon can be found in northern English dialect. Before regulating English pro-
nunciation in nineteenth century, the northern English people used /9/ instead of /A/ in their dialect.
Perhaps the differences concerning diphthongs are more demonstrative. In K. K. phonetic tran-

scription system, diphthong /el/ in IPA is transcribed /e/; diphthong /au/ is transcribed /o/. For

instance :

American English British English
fate [ fet ] (felt ]
home [ hom ] [ hau |
same [ sem | [ selm |
whole [ hol } [ haul |

Following is the comparison between Early Modern English (after 1450) and Modern English ( af-
ter 1750) .

Early Modern English Modern English
‘;a;ke [ me:k] 7 [ melk ]7 -
name (ne:m] [ nelm |
hope [ho:p] [ houp |
stone [sto:n ] [ staun |

These two columns indicate that American English still reserves some of the Early Modern English
pronunciations. During the Great Vowel Shift, these two diphthongs in IPA, or in RP, have undergone
such process: /o:/—/ou/—/du/, /e:/—/el/. It thus proves that the vowels kept evolving in Eng-
land but stayed unchanged in the United States.

Words ending with-ile are pronounced differently in the two varieties

American English British English
fertile [ 'fatl ] [ 'f3:1all ]
fragile [ "fredzal ] [ 'freedzall ]
hostile [ 'hastl ] [ 'hostall ]

missile [ "mlsl ] [ ‘mlsall
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In eighteenth-century poems, “the last syllable of words like fertile and sterile rhymes with aisle.
American English has kept the common eighteenth-century pronunciation with a short vowel or a mere
vocalic 1. ” (Baugh and Cable, 2001 ; 369 ) These words are mostly loan words, although there are ex-
ceptions like crocodile, the majority of them have kept their original pronunciation in American English.

Apart from the major differences, of which the causes are systematic, some minor changes appear
in only a few words, but are fairly valuable. American people tends to pronounce /n/ instead of /n/
in some words like answer [ 'eensar |. Actually, the pronunciation of answer in Early Modern English is
exactly the same.

The same kind of development may be seen in the name for the last letter of the alphabet z.
though zed is now the regular English form, z had also been pronounced zee from the seventeenth cen-
tury in England. In his American dictionary of the English Language (1828), Noah Webster wrote
flatly, “It is pronounced zee”. ( Algeo, et al. , 2001: 191)

The word either is pronounced [ 'i®a] in American English, and [ 'alda] in British English. The
pronunciation [ 'id9] is from [ 'i;:0a] in Early Modern English, the similar cases are neither [ 'nida]
and leisure [ 'lidzo]. However, this process does not relate to the Great Vowel Shift or some other sys-

tematic changes, instead, it is the aftermath of German influence on British English.

Il. Conservatism in Stress Pattern

Compared with British English, American English does not only distinguish itself in pronuncia-
tion, but also in siress assignment of some words. There are also rules that can be traced:

Where the syllable that precedes -ary, -ery or -ory is stressed, American English and British Eng-
lish alike pronounce all these endings /ari/. Where the preceding syllable is unstressed, however,
American English has a full vowel rather than schwa. /eri/ for -ary and -ery and /ori/ for -ory.

British English retains the reduced vowel /ari/, or even completely to /ri/.

American English British English
laboratory [ "lacbrl, ton | [ia'borat(2)ri]
military [ 'mll, teni | [ 'miiltori |
necessary [ 'nesa,seri | [ ‘nesasari |

It seems that this process involves vowel shift, but in virtue, it 1s largely due to the change of
stress assignment. When stress changes or disappears, the previously stressed vowel will reduce to
schwa, or even completely lost, as in these above words. This phenomenon is another relic of Early
Modern English -

“...(in Britain) unti! the end of the seventeenth century, textbooks indicate that the approved
pronunciation continued to preserve fairly even stress on all syllables, with secondary and tertiary

stress on the unaccented syllables of words with three of more syllables, like secretary, satisfactory,
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temperament , which is still the characteristic American pattern...” { Algeo, et al. , 2001 74)

A large number of loan words in British English, especially the French loan words, have shifted
their original stress assignment to have stress only on the first syllable, which is the influence of Angli-
cization in Britain. In the seventeenth century, many loan words found their way into English, with the
same pronunciation as in their original languages. In the eighteenth century, British people began to
Anglicize these loan words to make them sound more like English. While in the United States, people
thought pronouncing these loan words as they were is a symbol of elevated education. Therefore, the

differences occurred :

American English British English
attaché [ =to’[e] [ 5'teefel ]
ballet [ bae'le] [ "beelel ]
café [ ko'fe ] [ "keefel |
chagrin [ Jo'grIn] [ ' feegrin ]
kilometer [ kI'lamita ] [ "kIlomita |

Also some unsystematic stress assignment varies between American English and British English.
Concerning this phenomenon, Baucer put it as: “The same stress pattern as in American English is

often used by older speakers in Britain. ” ( Tottie, 2005: 21)

American English British English
"applicable ap’plicable
"formidable for'midable
"hospitable hos'pitable
prema’ture 'premature

IV. Coneclusion

It 1s generally acknowledged that the greatest differentiation between British English and American
English lies in their pronunciation. These traceable variants in pronunciation are important in that they
are all revealing the same historical process, as Bloomfield described: “In the eighteenth century the
ruling class in and around London began to standardize an oral dialect throughout the world --- But
prestige influences did not affect the common dialects of the backcountry settlers, who continued to de-
velop their pre-1700 pronunciation, and intonation patterns.” ( Bloomfield, 2001: 365 ) In other
words, there is indeed a “lag” in American English, especially in pronunciation, which contributes to

its archaic feature.



