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Chapter 1: Introduction

Pragmatics is a newly arising discipline. Its English name was
only invented in 1937 and its first major theory, Speech Act Theory,
did not take shape until the 50s. But it has been developing rapidly.
By the early 80s, pragmatics had been generally accepted as one of the
basic branches of linguistics together with phonetics, phonology, mor-
phology, syntax, and semantics. ¢
1.1 An informal definition

Pragmatics has been defined in many different ways. 2 But no at-

@ It has to be said that this is a moderate view. There are less moderate views on the re-
lation between linguistics and pragmatics. H. Haberland and J. Mey, the first editors of Jour-
nal of Pragmatics, for instance, in their editorial of the first issue (1977: 9) argue that “lin-
guistics is pragmatic or it is not”. “[DJoing pragmatics, in our sense, is simply doing linguis-
tis, and vice versa. The pragmatic °‘aspect’ can neither be separated from linguistics
‘proper’, or even postponed, or added on as a new component. Pragmatics, far from being an
aspect of the linguist's work, is its very essence.” Jef Verschueren, Secretary General of the
International Pragmatics Association, also advocates “a radical departure from the established
component view which tries to assign to pragmatics its own set of linguistic features in con-
tradistinction with phonology, morphology, syntax and semantics”. In his opinion, “pragmat-
ics does not belong to the contrast set of these ‘horizontal’ components of the study oflan-
guage, neither does it belong to the contrast set of ‘vertical’ components such as psycholin-
guistics, sociolinguistics, etc.” “Pragmatics should be defined, rather, as a perspective on
whatever phonologists, morphologists, syntacticians, icists, psycholinguists, sociolin-
guists, etc. deal with” (1987 36).

@ There is an extensive survey of them in S. Levinson (1983: 5-35).




tempt at any rigorous definition is made in this bock. Instead, | define
it in very general terms as the study of language in use, as against the
study of language as an abstract system. It does not take an elaborated
examination to show that these two studies differ. The following sen-
tence, for example, as a unit in the system is a question concerning the
ownership of a pen.

(1) Is this your pen?

In actual situations, however, it may have several different meanings.
When it is used in a post office by someone to a stranger beside, it may
serve as a request, meaning (2). When it is used by a teacher to a stu-
dent leaving the classroom after the class, it may function as a re-
minder, meaning (3). And when it is used by a mother to a child, es-
pecially if the pen is on the floor, it may be intended as a command as
in (4).

(2) May’I use it?

(3) Don’t leave it behind.

(4) Pick it up!

As this aspect of meaning is outside of semantics proper, we may
also agree with the formula: pragmatics = meaning — semantics. ©
1.2 The origin of pragmatics®

The term “pragmatics” may be used in three senses. First, it may
refer to a discipline, as is used in the beginning of this chapter. Sec-
ondly, owing to its token-reflexivity®, the term may refer to itself. In

this sense, we usually enclose it in quotation marks, as is done in the

@ Cf. G. Gazdar (1979: x, 2).
@ For a more detailed account, see 8Bt (1997).
@ This notion will be discussed at some length in section 2.2.2.

2



first sentence of this paragraph. Thirdly, “pragmatics” may refer to
the phenomenon of language use, or that of the regularity in language
use. For example, G. Leech (1983: 1) argues that “we cannot really
understand the nature of language itself unless we understand pragmat-
ics: how language is used in communication.” The pragmatics as a dis-
cipline is the study of the pragmatics as a phenomenon. The latter,
i.e. the phenomenon of language use, has been in existence ever since
language came into being, or even earlier, in the very process of its
coming into being. There can be no question about that. What requires
some discussion is the pragmatics in the other two senses. The origin
of the discipline pragmatics, both important and interesting, deserves
a much more extended space than is possibly allowed here.® In this
chapter, therefore, we shall concentrate on the term “pragmatics” .
1.2.1 The term “pragmatics”

The term “pragmatics” was first introduced into the literature by
the American philosopher Charles William Morris in 1937, when he
collected five of his papers written after 1934 and published them un-
der the title of Logical Positivism, Progmatism and Scientific Em-
piricism. In its preface, he asserted that “Analysis reveals that lin-
guistic signs sustain three types of relations (to other signs of the lan-
guage, to objects that are signified, to persons by whom they are used
and understood) which define three dimensions of meaning. These di-
mensions in turn are objects of investigation by syntactics, semantics,
and pragmatics, semiotic [ now usually called ‘semiotics’] being the

general science which includes all of these and their interrelations”

@ For example, L. Horn (1988: 116) believes that “the study of pragmatics antedates

the term by centuries if not millennia” .



(p. 4).

In his Foundations of the Theory of Signs published in 1938,
Morris expressed this idea again. That is, semiotics has three branch-
es: syntactics, semantics and pragmatics. Syntactics studies “the for-
mal relation of signs to one another”, semantics “the relations of signs
to the objects to which the signs are applicable”, and pragmatics “the
relation of signs to interpreters” (1971 [1938]: 21 —2). In this book,
he also made it known that “The term ‘pragmatics’ has obviously been
coined with reference to the term ‘pragmatism’. ... The term °prag-
matics’ helps to signalize the significance of the achievements of
Peirce, James, Dewey, and Mead within the field of semiotic” (ibid. ;
43).

1.2.2 Semiotics

Semiotics may be traced back to the ancient Greeks, but semiotics
in the modern sense started with the American philosopher Charles
Sanders Peirce. Peirce was hailed as the most versatile and original
thinker America had ever produced. He graduated from Harvard in
1859, and went to the United States Coast and Geodetic Survey in
1861, where he worked for thirty years. In this only official post he
ever held, hd did research into such diversified fields as astronomy,
metrology, mathematics, thermodynamics, gravitation, optics, but he
declared “it has never been in my power to study anything. . . except as
a study of semiotic”. P It is his conviction that all thought is in signs.
In this sense, we can say Peirce studied only one discipline in his whole
life, the theory of signs--semiotics.

Peirce gave the sign many definitions in his writings. Some are

® From M. Fisch (1978: 54).
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