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Chapter One

Introduction
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‘? If someone says “Congratulations!™, how would linguists in different areas of

linguistic study, such as phonetics, phonology, morphology. syntax and semantics ﬁ’

deal w1lh it? And if this is what someone says to you, what would be your response?
WWWWWWWV%W%W

1.1 A brief history of pragmatics

With the publication of Course in General Linguistics, F. de Saussure (1857—1913),
Father of Modern Linguistics, put forward several distinctions in linguistic study. one of
which is langue and parole. Langue refers to the abstract linguistic system shared by all
the members of a speech community, and parole refers to the realization of langue in actual
use. Therefore, langue is abstract and relatively stable, while parole, the concrete use of
the conventions in language is concrete and varies from person to person, from situation to
situation. In his opinion, parole is simply a mass of linguistic facts, too varied and
confusing for systematic investigation, thus what linguists should do is to abstract langue
from parole. This opinion lays down the key note for modern linguistic studies, i.e.
language should be studied as a self-contained, intrinsic system; any serious study of
language cannot afford to investigate language use and extra-linguistic factors should not
be included. "

Therefore, for more than half a century this has been the dominant tradition of
linguistic study. In the late 1950s, Chomsky put forward another distinction, competence

and performance, which is similar to Saussure’s langue and parole, although Chomsky



took a psychological view while Saussure's perspective is sociological. This became the
spirit of traditional phonology in its study of speech sounds, traditional syntax’s study of
sentences, and traditional semantics’ study of meaning. In a word. all the linguistic
elements, such as speech sounds, words and sentences. together with meaning, were
studied in isolation from language use.

But gradually linguists found that it would be impossible to give an adequate
description of meaning if language use is left unconsidered. Thus context walked into
linguistic study and became the key factor in the study of meaning. In this process
(roughly from 1930 to 1960), J. R. Firth, the leading British linguist during that period
of time, should not be neglected. Influenced by the works of Malinowski, a Polish
anthropologist, and of Wittgenstein, a German philosopher, Firth held the view that “We

»

shall know a word by the company it keeps,” and that “By regarding words as acts,
events, habits, we limit our inquiry to what is objective in the group life of our fellows. ”
For example, the meaning of the word dispatch in the sentence “They received a
dispatch. ¥ cannot be determined unless the context in which the sentence occurs is
restored, Once the notion of context is taken into consideration. the study of meaning
shifted from traditional semantics to pragmatics.

Although pragmatics is generally considered as a branch of linguistics, we cannot
ignore the contribution of philosophers in its development, and some philosophers actually
related themselves closely to the study of language. In the late 1950s, John Austin, a
British philosopher, put forward Speech Act Theory, which later became the core of
pragmatic study. H. P. Grice, another philosopher, contributed a lot in the area of
pragmatics. His Cooperative Principle plays a very important role in analyzing human
beings’ linguistic communication.

For the past thirty-odd years, there has been an ever-growing interest in pragmatics.
The International Pragmatics Association (IPrA) has been in existence for more than
twenty years, and has organized several international conferences. Two international
journals., Journal of Pragmatics since 1977 and Pragmatics since 1991, are published
currently. Many other publications, including textbooks and reference books as well as a
Concise Encyclopedia of Pragmatics (1998), have been in circulation. Besides, a large
number of working papers. theses, and dissertations have appeared. In a word,
pragmatics has become a discipline in its own right, and it is here to stay. Before we finish
this section. it's very necessary to mention other disciplines which have participated in the
study of pragmatics, contributing to the interdisciplinary branches of pragmatics.
Sociology and psychology are the two typical disciplines.

Language. as a social phenomenon, is sure to arouses the interest of sociologists. In
the 1960s and 1970s, the American sociologists, namely, H. Sacks, E. A. Schegloff and
2
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(5. Jefferson took a sociological view to the study of our everyday conversations,
attempting to find out the common rules in organizing natural conversations. Since the
1980s, there has occurred a new trend in pragmatic study, a psychological shift. It has
become popular to explain linguistic events in the realm of cognitive and mental activities,

which leads to the development of relevance theory in pragmatics.
1.2 Definitions of pragmatics

The term pragmatics (pragma is a Latin root, which means act or action) was first
introduced by Charles Morris in his book Foundations of the Theory of Signs. In this
book, Morris referred to pragmatics as one of the three branches of semiotics (the other
two are syntax and semantics). While syntax deals with the relations between linguistic
signs and other signs of the language and semantics with the relations between linguistic
signs and objects that are signified, pragmatics addresses the relations of linguistic signs to
persons by whom they are used and understood. In his opinion, pragmatics is the study of
“all the psychological, biological, and sociological phenomena which occur in the
functioning of signs” (Morris, 1971). Actually, this is a very broad view towards
pragmatics because it is too inclusive to be of much use.

Mey (2001:6) defines pragmatics as the study of “the use of language in human
communication as determined by the conditions of society”. This is another broad
definition of pragmatics since “the conditions of society” seems to be too general a concept
to be manageable.

When making a distinction between semantics and pragmatics, Davis (1991: 11)
points out that “Pragmatics will have as its domain speakers’ communicative intentions,
the uses of language that require such intentions, and the strategies that hearers employ to
determine what these intentions and acts are, so that they can understand what the
speaker intends to communicate. ” From this, we can see that Davis emphasizes a lot the
speaker’s communicative intentions and how to reach that.

A consistent definition with this can be found in Yule's Pragmatics (2000:3), in
which pragmatics is defined as “the study of speaker meaning, the study of contextual
meaning, the study of how more gets communicated than is said, and the study of the
expression of relative distance”. The first area focuses on what the speaker really means
(utterance meaning) rather than what the words or phrases mean in the sentence (sentence
meaning), The second involves the interpretation of the speaker's meaning in a particular
context and how context influences what the speaker says. The third explores how the
hearer or reader makes inferences about what is said in order to arrive at the speaker's

intention. The last area investigates how the physical, social or psychological distance



between the speaker and the hearer influences their communication, that is to say, based
on how close the relationship is between the speaker and the hearer, the speaker will
determine how much needs to be said and how much can be left unsaid. This definition is
very clear and specific, though it is a little wordy.

At this point Grundy’s explanation of pragmatics comes into play, which is shorter,
but clearer. According to Grundy (2000:3), “Pragmatics is about explaining how we
produce and understand. . . everyday but apparently rather peculiar uses of language. ” This
is given in a summary of what pragmatics does after the analysis of a few examples. Based
on all the above mentioned definitions, we can safely give a definition of pragmatics as:
Pragmatics studies how the speaker produces and how the hearer understands what is said in a
certain context of language use. This definition tells us the three key factors in a complete
linguistic communication; the speaker, the hearer and the context, which combines the

former two closely together.

1.3 Two basic notions in pragmatic study

Before we go into a thorough study of pragmatics, it is of particular necessity for us to
make clear the following two notions as: component vs. perspective and the scope of

pragmatic study.
1.3.1 Component vs. perspective

Although philosophical inquiry never ceases, pragmatics is increasingly seen as a
linguistic enterprise. Despite this common understanding, two radically different views co-
exist regarding whether pragmatics constitutes a separate core branch of linguistics as
opposed to phonetics, phonology, morphology, syntax, and semantics or it offers a
perspective to the study of (every layer of) language such as sociolinguistics,
psychaolinguistics etc. This disparity leads to two camps, the Anglo-American tradition
and the European continental tradition.

Scholars like Stephen Levinson., Geoffrey Leech, Georgia Green, Jenny Thomas,
Peter Grundy, and the like adopt the component view. That is, they regard pragmatics as
a branch of linguistics which studies meaning in the situation of language use. The
European continental tradition, although less popular, is also highly influential in the
world of pragmatics. Scholars like Hartmut Haberland, Jacob Mey, Jef Verschueren, etc.
hold the view that pragmatics is concerned with people’s use of language as a form of
behavior or social action. Typically, Jef Verschueren defines pragmatics as “a general
cognitive, social, and cultural perspective on linguistic phenomena in relation to their

usage in forms of behavior” (Verschueren, 1999: 7). This serves as the representative of
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the perspective view. According to this, pragmatics jumps out of the linguistic pie and
stands outside to watch what is happening inside,

In a word, there are two views about pragmatic theory, the component view and the
perspective view. Can we say they contradict each other? The answer is definitely no.
Since people can always allow all flowers to bloom together, why bother the two views in

pragmatics?
1.3.2 The scope of pragmatics

As is mentioned above, in the study of pragmatics two major traditions have been
recognized: the Anglo-American tradition and the European continental tradition. The
former lays much emphasis on the study of specific language phenomena while the latter
does not identify pragmatics with a specific unit of analysis. but regards pragmatics as a
general cognitive, social, and cultural perspective to the study of language use. Within the
Anglo-American tradition, pragmatics studies such topics as deixis, speech acts, indirect
language, structure of conversation, politeness, cross-cultural communication, and
presupposition. As for the European continental tradition, relevance theory and adaptation
theory are of the most unique popularity. In this book, we may combine these two
traditions into the study of pragmatics in business English, therefore, the general topics
will be deixis, presupposition, speech act theory, cooperative principle, politeness

principle, relevance theory, adaptation theory and conversation analysis.

1.4 Business English in general

1.4.1 Definitions of business English

The word “business” originates from an ancient Greek word, which refers to the
commercial activities that people are engaged in as a means of livelihood or profit, or an
entity in such activities. Generally speaking, business English refers to all the English
language used in business activity. In China, business English is mainly used for foreign
trade, which is also called *fore¢ign trade English”. Business English is one kind of
vocational English and is based on the general English. Since business English has a
professional applicability in its special context, it has its own unique style, usage and
format, which is different from other forms of English. (EZ&#k, 2007)

Hutchinson and Waters (1987) regard business English as a branch of English for
Specific Purpose (ESP). However, business English is quite different from the other
varieties of ESP in that it is often a mix of specific content which is related to a particular
job or industry, and general content which is related to general ability to communicate

5
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more effectively. In fact, giving a definition to business English in linguistic term is really
a difficult task.

Pickett (1989) defines business English as “ mediating language between the
technicalities of particular business... and the language of the general public”. It is
generally acknowledged that business English refers to the English language used in the
register of business. He (ibid: 12) depicts the following diagram which suggests two
particular aspects of business communication: communication with the public and

communication among business:

General English

Communication with the public
Business English

Communication among business

Specialized language of particular business
(Such as insurance, banking, etc.)

From the above diagram, we can see that business English (shortened as BE) is
especially related to international trade covering extensive fields related with business,
such as training, negotiation, shopping, inquiring, etc. Compared with GE (General
English)y BE requires that readers should master more capacities of business skills to
communicate with the customers,

Chen (2004) gives a detailed definition for business English as follows:

(1) English that has direct relation with business,

(2) English that has relation with fields such as economics, management. and
law, etc.

(3) English that is beyond personal relationship,

(4) English that is used in analyzing the features of English in business register.

Anyway. business English is closely connected with business knowledge i.e. business
English has to include the information of business theories and practices, which usually
consists of business correspondence, synopsis of minutes, legal documents, commercials,
memoranda, reports, notices, specifications, agreements or contracts, bills and forms,
business newspapers and journal articles. Business English often employs precise words
and fixed structure to convey concise information. Its language is as accurate and complete
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as scientific language, and as appropriate and sufficient as legal documentary language.
Business English has its special features. which are often called seven Cs: completeness,

concreteness, clearness, conciseness, courtesy, consideration and correctness. (BEHi%E:,
2004. 21)

1.4.2 Characteristics of business English

Business English can also be characterized at different levels. including lexical,

syntactic, and textual levels.

1.4.2.1 Lexical features

Business English, a comprehensive subject, involves many aspects in the trading
activities. Generally speaking, BE can be classified into three kinds of styles, namely, the
official document, the advertisement and the exposition. Business letters, contracts, and
legal documents belong to official documents. commercials belong to the style of
advertisement, while economic and trade comments, reports and speeches belong to the
style of exposition. Almost all the styles share the common features as follows:

1. Simplified forms and abbreviations

With the development of international trade, there have appeared a great number of
simplified forms and prescriptive abbreviations, whose meanings are fixed, with fewer
words interpreting larger amount of information. For example, the abbreviation BE in
business article does not refer to Business English but bill of exchange. ASAP is the
abbreviation of as soon as possible, which is seldom used in daily communication.

2. Technical terms

Due to the specialized knowledge of Business English, a lot of words which contain
different and special meanings are used as technical terms or terminology. They are
exclusively applied in politics, economy and all kinds of scientific fields with fixed
meanings.

3. Polysemy

Polysemy is a widespread phenomenon. Many words in GE bear special meanings in
business situation. These words may be misleading if our understanding is confined in
their common language use. For example;

1) The shop only allows six months’ credit.

2) Does this item go among the credits or the debits?

In GE, credit usually means reputation and honor. If we apply this meaning into the
above two sentences. we will find it is unsuitable to interpret. Actually, in BE, credit has
distinctive meanings: In 1), credit refers to the approval for delayed payments for

purchased goods, but in the second example, credit indicts the provision of resources
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(such as granting a loan) by one party to another party. The first party is called a
creditor, also known as a lender, while the second party is a debtor, known as a
borrower. Therefore, we should pay great efforts to accumulate the terminology in the

process of business English learning.

1.4.2.2 Syntactic Features

In contrast to the diversity of its vocabulary, the distinct feature of sentences in
business English is succinctness and clearness. For example. in BE correspondence,
writers often adopt various types of sentences to convey their connotative messages. On
some occasions, writers prefer to use short and simple sentences, while on other
occasions, they choose long and difficult sentences which contain lots of details. In legal
provision related to business, long sentences are largely used because more information
and meanings can be conveyed by complex structures. Many subordinate .clauses are
combined into one complex sentence. long and complicated sentences or compound
sentences are also adopted for the purpose of accuracy and logicality. For example:

3) In order to facilitate business in consideration of the present monetary stringency,
the corporation, on behalf of which 1 am studying this proposition, is willing to base
transaction on trade by barter and import any articles, which you would ship to the United
States.

This is a compound sentence composed of two clauses connected by the word and.
Each clause has an attributive clause and besides this, the first clause includes an infinitive
phrase. So it will take us more time and efforts to understand the whole sentence, needless
to interpret it correctly.

In addition to the long sentences, statements and passive voice are another two
distinct syntactical features. In BE letters, imperative sentences seldom appear so as to
establish good environment for readers. Passive-voice sentences are used to improve the
coherence of the context or to make a better arrangement of sentences. All these above

factors contribute to the syntactic features of business English.

1.4.2.3 Textual Features

Widdowson (1990:49) defined discourse as “the use of sentences in combination”,
while discourse analysis refers to the investigation into the way sentences are put into
communicative use for social purposes. Text analysis focuses on the grammatical cohesion
and frequency of occurrence of certain elements such as sentence structures and words.

As far as the textual features of BE are concerned, we need to pay special attention to

the special context in which texts are implicitly used. Generally speaking, texts in
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