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Introduction

You have already learned about the meaning system, wording system and
sounding system of human language. And you are also aware of the close
relationship between language, thought and reality, between language,
culture, society and individuals, and of the importance of language in all
walks of life.

To understand how language is put to use in real life, why we make
particular choice of expression and what we mean by what we say, there is
still more ground that needs to be covered for our effective and successful
communication.

This course aims to provide such knowledge and competence under the
name of pragmatics. The course will be divided in three parts. Here we will
begin with the first part, the concepts of pragmatics and context.
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What Is Pragmatics?

In this ‘cHap'terwvrve' will first briefly review the

development in the study of language. Now we will

introduce the concept of pragmatics, followed by a-

discussion of the differences between semantics and '’

pragmatics.

1.1 Development in the Study of Language

The development of Modern Linguistics has gone through the

following four stages:
a. Morphological

b. Syntactic

|

Focusing on the formative rules of words in
language, started by F. de Saussure
(1857 — 1913 ), later including the study
of phonology . by American structuralists
like L. Bloomfield (1887 —1949) | etc.
Focusing on syntactic structure of
language, as those done by N. Chomsky
in the middle of 1950s.
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¢. Semantic

d. Pragmatic

Gradual attention was given to the study of
meaning by functionalists in the 60’s of last
century.

The study of meaning quickly led to the
study of contextual factors in verbal
communication in the second-half of last
century, forming a new discipline in the
study of language which covers the study
of form, meaning and context of language
use. The British anthropologist Malinowski ,
when faced with problems of translation,
concentrated on what people were doing
when using the language. He found that
when people speak, they not only use their
knowledge of language, but also their
knowledge of the situation. The situation
here refers to the context of situation. So
according to him, *Language is always
contextualized. ”

The term ° Pragmatics ® was first
introduced by English philosophers C. W.
Morris and R. Carnap in the 20th century in
their study of ‘Semiotics’ when they tried
to reveal the relationship between signs and
their interpreters. Later the term came to be
used in the sense of ‘the study of language
in use’ , that is, ‘how language is used to
communicate among people. ’
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Pragmatics, therefore, is a much wider discipline in the study
of language, developed and expanded from semantics, by covering
the study of form, meaning and use of language.

1.2 Concept of Pragmatics

‘Pragma-’ is a Latin free morpheme, meaning ‘to act’ or ‘to
do’.

Pragmatics, therefore, is the study of language use from a
functional and dynamic perspective, and is concerned with the
principles accounting for how meaning is communicated by the
speaker and interpreted by the hearer in an act of speech in a given
context. For instance, the sentence “Could you pass me the salt,
Please. ” is actually not a question but a request. And by the same

i

token, the sentence “Please be more careful next time. ” should not
be taken as a request but a criticism or even a warning issued by the
teacher to a student. So pragmatics deals with those principles
governing the appropriate use of language in context.

According to Levinson (1983),

a. Pragmatics is the study of the relations between language and
context that are basic to an account of language
understanding.

b. Pragmatics is the study of the ability of language users to
pair sentences with the contexts in which they would be
appropriate.

c. Pragmatics is the study of all those aspects of meaning not
captured in a semantic theory. That is,
the study of meaning = semantics + pragmatics.
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Some other definitions are as follows:

a. Pragmatics is the study of speaker meaning. It is the study of
contextual meaning. (George Yule, 2000)

b. Pragmatics is a theory which seeks to characterize how
speakers use the sentences of a language to effect successful
communication. ( Kempson, 1975)

c. Pragmatics is the study of language use and linguistic
communication. ( Akmajian, 1979)

d. Pragmatics is the study of how context affects meaning.
( Fromkin, 1998)

In a word, pragmatics is a discipline, focusing on the study of

the use and comprehension of language.

1.3 Differences Between Semantics and Pragmatics

What is the difference between semantics and pragmatics,
which are both the study of meaning of language? Now let us look
into the question.

What does it mean by the word ‘dog’ in the sentence “There is
a big dog at the gate” 7 And the meaning of the sentences “It’s cold
outside” and “Will you keep quiet” ?

To semanticists, the word ‘ dog’ here refers to a mammal,
belonging to a class of ‘the hound. ' And “It’s cold outside. ” is a
statement concerning the weather, expressed in a declarative
sentence. “Will you keep quiet?” asked in the interrogative mood is
a question whether you can remain quiet.

That is to say, semantics studies the internal, fixed, static and
literal meanings of language. It mainly concerns the linguistic form

and the truth value of the semantic proposition of a linguistic unit in
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terms of sense and reference, which are not affected by external
factors. It is the study of literal meaning that comes from linguistic
knowledge alone. Therefore, semantics studies context-free
meanings. It is also known as ‘ formal semantics’ or ° logical
semantics. ’

However, the word ‘dog’ used in a sentence “He is a dog. ”
may carry different meanings in different cultural contexts. In
China, it may mean “He is a dirty or a greedy person, to be looked
down on.” Declarative sentences may also carry an affective
meaning like warning or threat to the hearer, such as, “There is a

»

big dog at the gate. ” which can mean, “Be careful. ” Or “Come

and have a look!” And “It's cold outside. ” can mean, “Don’t go
out. ", or “Better put on more clothes. ” * Will you keep quiet?”
can mean “Shut up, otherwise I will drive you out. ” Semantics does
not concern about this kind of meaning.

So, to really understand the meaning of these utterances, the
accompanied extra-linguistic factors, such as the language users’
intention and the situation, etc. , should be taken into account.

Pragmatics relates the literal meaning of language to its users,
trying to understand ‘ who’ and ‘to what context’ the word or the
sentence is applied. So it concerns the communicative value of a
linguistic unit, and it takes the concrete and dynamic meaning of the
language used in a particular context into account. That is,

pragmatics is the study of context-based meanings.

For example;
“It is cold outside. ”

Semantically, it just means, *“The temperature is rather low in



