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Foreword: Studies in Pragmatics and
Discourse Analysis

This book brings to the attention of Chinese readers a wide selection of
the English-language publications of Gu Yueguo—publications which,
although available internationally wherever library access allows, have not
been sufficiently known in China. This is one great benefit the book brings.
A second benefit is that, for the first time, readers are able to appreciate the
remarkably bold and innovative trajectory of Gu’s thought and research over
a period of some twenty-five years.

As a record of one scholar’s original contributions to the study of language,
the book shows how Gu’s investigations have progressed from pragmatics to
discourse analysis and beyond. These two fields of study, often treated as
separate ( for example, as separate courses in university curricula), are
actually closely interwoven. In fact, in Gu’s thought, pragmatics, if
investigated properly, merges into discourse analysis. There is no break
between the two terms ‘ pragmatics’ and ‘ discourse analysis’ in the title, but
a continuity of thinking, which can be summarized as an evolving quest for
fuller and more complete explanation of language as a social phenomenon. It
is the goal that Gu espouses in quoting J. L. Austin, one of the founding
fathers of modern pragmatics: ° The total speech act in the total speech
situation is the only actual phenomenon which, in the last resort, we are
engaged in elucidating’ (Austin 1976 [1962]:148).

Perhaps at this point there is need for a brief definition of the terms
‘pragmatics’ and ‘discourse analysis’. Pragmatics, as opposed to semantics, is
generally considered to be the study of the meaning of language in ifts
context: including what the speaker means to convey by an utterance, and
what the addressee understands by it. Here the word ‘utterance’ by default
suggests that pragmatics does not concern itself with long stretches of
language—for example, dialogues with many turns, or long pieces of written
prose. In fact, in the speech act theorizing of J. R. Searle—another
founding father—an illocutionary act is typically a single utterance realised in
a single sentence. Discourse analysis, on the other hand, typically aims to
explicate longer pieces of language. This includes what conditions enable us
to interpret the connection between one sentence and its successor, Or one
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turn and another, such that we can see how the meaning of the discourse as a
whole is greater than the sum of the meanings of its individual ufterance
units.

Although there are many variant definitions of these subfields of
linguistics, it is generally accepted that discourse analysis differs from
pragmatics through its extension in time. We can think of discourse analysis
as ‘ dynamic pragmatics’: according to this view pragmatics is like a
snapshot view, and discourse analysis is like a motion picture. Gu uses a
memorable image: ‘[ workplace] discourse is a dynamic process like a
rolling snowball’ .

From another point of view, pragmatics and discourse analysis have
something in common: they are both concerned with the interrelation
between language and what is not language: the world of cognition, and the
social world. Some linguists ( the generative school, for example) have
taken the view that language is an autonomous domain, and should strictly
delimited from language-external factors that might influence language use.
Other linguists (I suppose I am one) admit the importance of such other
factors, but still focus on language as the main target of their research, not
wanting to become too deeply embroiled in the complicating factors of social
or psychological setting. There is also a third category, of which Gu at least
in his later publications is a supreme example: those who see language as an
inseparable part of a larger social reality. From this viewpoint, in keeping
with Austin’s motto above, in order to explicate language and language use,
we cannot shut our eyes to all the complexities of the social world of action
of which linguistic communication is a part, for this influences language use
and the very nature of language itself. We might characterise these three
positions as ‘ keeping the door [i.e. the door to the wide world beyond
language] shut’, ‘keeping the door ajar’ and ‘opening the door wide’ . The
last viewpoint, which wholeheartedly expands the territory of language use to
embrace the extralinguistic world, may called the expansionist view.
Discussing those who have reworked pragmatics in the light of Grice’s
cooperative principle, Gu declares himself to be, like me, an expansionist’ ,
in contrast ( for example) to the ‘reductionism’ of Sperber and Wilson’s
relevance theory. If we trace the history of western linguistics over the past
sixty years, we can see that expansionism has been the rule: starting with the
“micro’, linguistics has become increasingly ‘macro’. In the post-war world
of American structuralism, the cutting edge of linguistics was in phonemics
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and morphology, as the scientific empiricism of those days needed to make
the study of language as much like a physical ( viz. acoustic) science as
possible. Meaning was beyond the pale. Then, the 1950s saw the emergence
of the Chomskyan focus on syntax, and linguistics for a while aspired to be a
mathematical science. The sixties saw the emergence of semantics, for the
grammatical forms of syntax are ultimately inseparable from their meanings.
In the seventies (during the fierce debate between generative and interpretive
semantics), it was found that meaning as an abstract phenomenon was
virtually impossible to insulate from the universe that language refers to,
including the world of the utterance situation populated by speakers, hearers,
and the like. So pragmatics made its way into the limelight, oddly enough,
ushered in by ordinary language philosophers ( especially Austin, Grice and
Searle) who either ignored the up-and-coming discipline of linguistics, or
had rather little to say about it. It almost seemed as if linguistics was
becoming a branch of philosophy.

But in the eighties linguistics was becoming a more mature discipline
which could stand on its own two feet without mimicking any other branch of
knowledge. Linguistics became increasingly split between the generativists
and the non-generativists, and for the latter, discourse analysis, in its various
guises, became a primary focus of interest. Thus towards the end of the
century, it became obvious that far from being an autonomous scientific
discipline, linguistics was by its very nature interdisciplinary. The expansionist
programme meant that a growing number of linguists could no longer ignore
the social world in which discourse takes place. Gu takes us further along
this route than most, embracing language-in-context in a comprehensive
theory of situated discourse—i. e. language use in its total social situation.

It is fascinating, in this book, to follow the steps its author has taken on
this pilgrimage, using persuasive arguments backed up by careful analysis of
data.

The first article in the book ‘ The impasse of perlocution’ is one of the
most impressive. Starting with Austin’s well-known analysis of speech in
terms of three kinds of acts—locutionary, illocutionary and perlocutionary,
Gu argues that the perlocution, linking an utterance to its effects, has been
inappropriately neglected just because it take us into the reality beyond
language. However, he points out that, leaving aside exceptional cases, a
speaker cannot perform a perlocutionary act: for example, an perlocution of
persuasion cannot be performed by the speaker alone, but is in fact a

vii



combination of two acts: the utterance by the speaker and the uptake by the
addressee, which is in fact an extralinguistic act, whether we consider it to
be performed mentally or physically. Hence persuasion is a form of
interaction, and even the simplest dialogue lets in a chink of light from the
open door leading to the world beyond language. A perlocution is something
shared by speaker and hearer—a transaction, in fact.

Here we note how a subtle analysis of one of the categories of
‘ traditional’ pragmatics leads Gu to redefine the perlocution not as a single
utterance act, but as a conversational exchange: he calls this move
‘rhetorical’ rather than ‘ pragmatic’, and the move from pragmatics towards
discourse analysis is already under way.

Two key concepts in the enlargement of domain of inquiry are goal and
act. Gu (cormrectly, I believe) sees human communication as essentially
goal-oriented, and so the analysis of goal development explains why we say
what we say, and what gives discourse its dynamic quality. Goal-driven
behaviour is rarely static. I espoused a goal-oriented view of pragmatics in
the book Principles of Pragmatics (1983), but Gu has taken this much
further. Goals, of course, are closely related to intentions. The notion of
intention is central to Grice’s definition of meaning,,( Grice 1957) which is
often considered the foundation stone of pragmatics. In this sense, goals are
an unavoidable ingredient to the pragmatic enterprise, and the reconstruction
of goals is the key to how we make sense of other people’s communications.
But Gu has expanded a goal-oriented view of language use to embrace a
goal-oriented view of human behaviour. He has elaborating goal analysis to
include multiple goals, both simuitaneous and sequential, and the interacting
goals of different human agents. In this way, he has shown how analysis of
goal development is one of the keys to human behaviour in dialogue
situations. His brilliant article ‘ Five ways of handling a bedpan’ shows how
even apparently simple communicative situations can have quite elaborate and
varied goal architectures.

‘Goal’ and ‘act(ion)’ are of course closely related concepts. We
typically perform actions (including speech acts) in pursuit of goals. Hence,
in developing the theory of action in relation to both communicative and non-
communicative behaviour, Gu again pushes forward the frontiers of pragmatics
and discourse analysis, towards an all-embracing account of situated discourse.

The research programme represented by these chapiers are also all-
embracing in another sense. Gu’s interests embrace both the theoretical and
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the empirical, data-oriented poles of investigation. In this volume his
theoretical modelling of situated discourse is richly illustrated by practical,
authentic instances of discourse, including (for example) service encounters
between salespersons and customers, family get-togethers, discourse involving
medical staff and patients, administrative committee meetings, and lastly
(and most fascinatingly) the discourse of guanxi or ‘backdoor practice’,
where members of the public employ covert strategies to circumvent the
decision-making of officialdom.

Where did all these examples come from? Here I must pay tribute to
Gu’s imaginative and wholehearted engagement in the rather new field of
corpus linguistics, and his leadership in building up a remarkable electronic
corpus under the aegis of the Chinese Academy of Social Science: the
Spoken Chinese Corpus of Situated Discourse ( SCCSD). Defined and
comprehensively sampled according to temporal and spatial parameters, as
well as typologies of workplace and private activity types, this corpus is a
representative ‘map’ of discourse in Beijing: a concrete embodiment of Gu’s
all-embracing theoretical approach to situated discourse. More remarkable
still, it is multi-modal corpus, where the linguistic discourse is recorded in
video and audio media, and annotated for non-linguistic as well as linguistic
phenomena. This is, to my knowledge, the most advanced corpus in
existence, putting in the shade all those corpora, however large, which have
reduced the record of discourse to the impoverished ° bare bones’ of
orthographic text. Corpus linguistics by tradition and convenience has
represented language use, written and spoken, in the form of written text.
Showing the limitations of this, Gu’s corpus work is a justifiable critique of
the corpus linguistics mainstream by demonstrating that to be authentic,
spoken discourse should be represented by the auditory and visual record of
the speech event, to which transcription is secondary.

I will conclude this foreword on a more personal note. I take pride in
the fact that it was my own department at Lancaster University, in the
1980s, that introduced Gu, as a graduate student, to the newly burgeoning
fields of pragmatics and corpus linguistics. But he has advanced those fields
far beyond what I could have imagined them developing into at that time.
When corpus linguistics began to take off, in the mid-1980s, I found I had
to abandon my research in pragmatics for twenty years, to devote my
attention to this new and time-consuming field. I could not simultaneously
work in these two fields, which seemed to be on divergent paths. Gu has
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managed to develop both, together with his situated discourse analysis, side
by side. Moreover, he has brought them into a convergent path: the SCCSD
is a corpus well-designed for pragmatics and discourse analysis. It is hard to
believe that so much has been achieved in twenty-five years. And this
research programme promises to achieve much more in the future.

Geoffrey Leech,
Lancaster University
24 July 2009
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