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Chapter 1

The Scope of the Subject
(RERHTEED

Pragmatics, originating in a broader investigation of meaning of language and in a deeper
study of semantics, is a new branch of linguistics and a study of the specific utterances in the
specific situation, the study of how to understand and to use language through contexts.
Pragmatics is also relevant to the science of signs or semiotics which finds its expression in
psychological phenomena, physiological phenomena and social behaviour.

In communication, it is natural to understand the literary meaning of the utterances, on the
one hand, that is, the meaning of natural language itself, including phonology, vocabulary and
syntactic structure, but that is not enough, the participants in communication have, on the
other hand, to understand the context, the presuppositions of all utterances, the speaker’s
intention or meaning, and the hearer’s inferences. Take the following sentences for example:

(1) A: Youare a fool.
B: What does a fool mean?
C: What do you mean by saying a fool?

It is obvious that B in (1) is asking for the literary meaning of the “fool”, that is, the meaning
of language proper. Whereas C wants to know the speaker’s intention by saying so.

/

(2) say CHEESE! [tfi:z]

The speaker in (2) wants everyone to twist their mouths so that they can put on a smiling face
at the time when the camera works.

(3) Lights, please!
When the lecturer often uses movies or slides to be helper in his lecture, and thus says the

above sentence (imperative) (3), the worker in charge of the lights would act correctly and
accurately each time by turning on or turning off the lights, because the worker knows very



well the intention of the speaker in the light of the context in which the sentence is produced.
Also consider this utterance:

(4) 1 now pronounce you husband and wife.

The sentence (4) may be uttered in at least two different sets of circumstances: 1) by a pastor
presiding at a ceremony to a young couple getting married in the presence of their assembled
families; or 2) by an actor dressed as a pastor addressing to two actors before a congregation
of Hollywood extras assembled in the same church by a director giving instructions for the
filming of a soap opera. In the first instance, / now pronounce you husband and wife will
effect a marriage between the couple intending to get married. But that same utterance will
have no effect on the marital status of any party on the movie location. Thus the
circumstances of utterance create different meanings, although the referential meaning of the
sentence remains unchanged. It is therefore necessary to know the circumstances of utterance
in order to understand the effect or force of the utterance. We say that the sentence uttered in
the wedding context and the sentence uttered in the film context have the same referential
meaning but are different utterances. each with its. lance meaning.

The difference betweepfsentence meaning and utterance meaning)an be further illustrated
by the question Can you shut the window? There are at least two ways in which the addressee
might react to this question. One possible response would be to say Yes (meaning “Yes, | am
physically capable of shutting the window.™) and to do nothing about it. This is the “smart-
aleck™ interpretation; it is of course not the way such a question is intended in most cases.
Another way in which the addressee might react would be to gét up and shut the window.
Obviously, these interpretations of the same question are different: The smart-aleck
interpretation treats the question as a request for information; the second interpretation treats
it as a request for action. To describe the difference between these interpretations, we say that
they are distinct utterances.

Sentence semantics is not concerned with utterance meaning. Jtterance meanipg is the
subject of investigation of another branch of linguistics called/pragmatics. Ofie of the
premises of sentence semantics is that sentences must be divorced from the confexf in which
they are uttered. In other words, sentences and utterances must be distinguished. To
experienced language users, this stance may appear strange and counterintuitive, since so
much meaning depends on context. The point is not to discard context as unimportant. Rather,
it is to recognize that, in a fundamental sense, sentence meaning is independent of context.
while utterance meaning depends crucially on the circumstances of the utterance. Semantics
is the branch of linguistics that examines word meaning and sentence meaning while
generally ignoring context; pragmatics, in contrast, pays less attention to the relationship of
word meaning to sentence meaning and more attention to the relationship of an utterance to
its context.

Pragmatics is concerned with the study of meaning as communicated by a speaker (or
writer) and interpreted by a listener (or reader). It has, consequently, more to do with the

~
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analysis of what people mean by their utterances than what the words or phrases in those
utterances might mean by themselves. Pragmatics is the study of speaker’s meaning.

This type of study necessarily involves the interpretation of what people mean in a
particular context and how the context influences what is said. It requires a consideration of
how speakers organize what they want to say in accordance with who they’re talking to,
where, when, and under what circumstances. Pragmatics is the study of contextual meaning.

This approach also necessarily explores how listéfiers can make inferences about what is
said in order to arrive at an interpretation of the speaker’s intended meaning. This type of
study explores how a great deal of what is unsaid is recognized as part or what is
communicated. We might say that it is the investigation of invisible meaning. Pragmatics is
the study of how more gets communicated than is said. _—

“This perspective then raises the question of what determines the choice between the said

and the unsaid. The basic answer is tied to the notion of distance. Closeness, whether it is
physical, social, or conceptual, implies shared experience. On the assumption of how close or
distant the listener is, speakers determine how much needs to be said; Pragmatics is the study
of the expression of relative distance.

These are the principal areas that pragmatics is concerned with. To understand how it got
to be that way, we have to briefly review its relationship with other areas of linguistic analysis.

One traditional distinction in language analysis contrasts pragmatics with syntax and
semantics. Syntax is the study of the relationships between linguistic forms, how they are
arranged in sequence, and which sequences are well-formed. This type of study generally
takes place without considering any world of reference or any user of the forms. Semantics is
the study of the relationships between linguistic forms and entities in the world; that is, how
words literally connect to things. Semantic analysis also attempts to establish the relationships
between verbal descriptions and states of affairs in the world as accurate (true) or not,
regardless of who produces that description.

Pragmatics is the stuay of the relationships between linguistic forms and the users of those
forms. In this three-part distinction, only pragmatics allows humans into the analysis. The
a\d&n_t_agg studying language via pragmatics is that one can talk about M
~meanings, their assumptions, their purposes or goals, and the Kinds tions (for example,
requests) that they are performing when they speak. The big is that all these
very human 'édhcep't'smare extremely difficult to analyze in a consistent and objective way.
Two friends (A and B) having a conversation may imply some things and infer some others
without providing any clear linguistics evidence that we can point to as the explicit source of
“the meaning” of what was communicated. Example is just such a problematic case:

(5) A: So—didyou?

B: Hey — who wouldn’t?



Thus, pragmatics is appealing because it's about how people make sense of each other
linguistically, but it can be a frustrating area of study because it requires us to make sense of
people and what they have in mind. Luckily, people tend to behave in fairly regular ways
when it comes to using language. Some of that regularity derives from the fact that people are
members of social groups and follow general patterns of behavior expected within the group.
Within a familiar social group, we normally find it easy to be polite and say appropriate
things. In a new, unfamiliar social setting, we are often unsure about what to say and worry
that we might say the wrong thing.

Another source of regularity in language use derives from the fact that most people within
a linguistic community have similar basic experiences of the world and share a lot of non-
linguistic knowledge. Let’s say that, in the middle of a conversation, one mentions the
information in (6):

(6) 1 found an old bicycle lying on the ground. The chain was rusted and
the tires were flat.

You are unlikely to ask why a chain and some tires were suddenly being mentioned. 1 can
normally assume that you will make the inference that if X is a bicycle, then X has a chain
and tires (and many others regular parts). Because of this type of assumption, it would be
pragmatically odd for me to have expressed (6) as (7).

(7) | found an old bicycle. A bicycle has a chain. The chain was rusted.
A bicycle also has tires. The tires were flat.

You would perhaps think that more was being communicated than was being said and that
you were being treated as someone with no basic knowledge (i.e. as stupid). Once again,
nothing in the use of linguistic forms is inaccurate, but getting the pragmatics wrong might be
offensive.

The types of regularities just described are extremely simple examples of language in use
which are largely ignored by most linguistic analyses. To understand why it has become the
province of pragmatics to investigate these, and many other, aspects of ordinary language in
use, we need to take a brief historical look at how things got to be the way they are.

Pragmatics is also concern ing and learning of foreign languages. So the
cross-cultural phenomena sometimes also influence a lot the understanding of utterances in
communication.

A nation’s culture means all the conventional features of the social environment,
including 4Ms: memories, metaphors, maxims and myths.

Suppose we have two groups of dialogue:

(8) A: Do you like rugby?



B: lama New Zealander.

It is well-known that almost all the people in New Zealand like rugby. so B’s answer in (8)
implies “yes™.

(9) A: Do you like rice?
B: Iam a Cantonese, you know.
The same is true of B’s answer in (9).
(10) A: What's on television?
B: (consulting the newspaper) Nothing!

By saying nothing in (10), B may mean:
1) Nothing worth watching.

2) Nothing. All the TV stations are on strike.
(11) John: Are you going to the seminar?
Mary: It’s on pragmatics.

Mary’s answer in (11) may mean:
1) Yes, | go to anything that is. on pragmatics.

2) No, | am not going to the seminar.
By saying No, Mary may mean:
A\ She is not interested in pragmatics.
A She knows very well that nearly no one likes pragmatics.

/A or She means many other suppositions based on “It’s on
pragmatics.”

Pragmatics is also a science of study of linguistic appropriateness and linguistic tact in

communications. That is, pragmatics prefers linguistic appropriateness and tact rather than
—gmmm semantic logic. Look at and think about the examples below:



(12) a. Will we get an answer soon?
b. Who did you talk to?
c. Everybody enjoyed the play, didn’t they?
d. None of them were able to come;

e. Switzerland is between France, Germany, Austria and
Italy. ‘ .

f.  Would you mind me sitting here?

g. The two boys looked at one another suspiciously.
h. Can use your telephone?

i. Don’t worry, it’s me here.

Even the following sentences (13) and (14) are appropriate in the specific context though
they are not proper in logical or semantic sense:

(13) Golf plays John.

In appearance the sentence (13) goes against the selectional restrictions, but if we know the
presupposition of the sentence that if John failed time and again in the Golf match, the
speaker, who has much sympathy for John, could say so and it sounds very tactful. In
general , we have to pay attention to a nation’s culture. In order to make utterance
appropriate and tactful, our saying or speaking must be moderate, we should just say
whatever is needed, no more, no less. For example:

(14) 1am sorry to hear about your grandma.

When you said (14), you wanted to show your sympathy and express your sorrow for your
friend whose grandmother passed away, but you should not say:

(14') 1 was sorry to hear that your grandma killed herself.

(14") I'was very sorry to hear your grandma tripped over the cat,
cartwheeled down the stairs and brained on the electricity meter.



