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Chapter 1 Syntax, Semantics and Pragmatics

Chapter 1
Syntax, Semantics and Pragmatics

1.1 Syntax studies sentence—formation processes

Syntax is the study of relationships between linguistic forms, sen-
tence sequence and arrangement in sequence. The same state of affairs
‘can be described by means of very different syntactic structures ( Jef
Verchueren 2000).

(1] Bob broke the cup.
The cup was broken by Bob.
The cup was broken.
The cup got broken.

Syntax studies sentence—formation processes, and explores the meaning
of linguistic units, typically at the level of words (lexical semantics) or
at the level of sentences, whether or not they correspond to simple propo-
sitions. A syntactic approach to a sentence focuses on the rules that de-
termine the correct structure, when we focus the structure and ordering
of components with a sentence, which means we are studying syntax of a
language. Usually we are trying to have an accurate analysis of the se-
quence or the orders of arrangement of elements in the linear structure of

the sentence.

—1 —
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Generative grammar

Since the 1950s, Noam Chomsky, an American linguist, profes-
sor of MIT, has been engaging in research of Generative grammar, ho-
ping to make a particular type of grammar, which have a explicit system
of rules, these rules can specify combination of basic elements and re-
sults in well-formed sentences. It’s proposed that this kind of explicit
system of rules would be functional as that mathematics has. Chomsky
thought that language is a set of sentences. From mathematical point of

view, generative means to use mathematical way to describe this type of

grammar. For example, here an algebraic expression 3x +2y, when x
5, and y =10, the result is 35. When x =2 and y =1, the result is 8.
This is simple algebraic expression which can generate an endless set of
rules. Scholars of Generative grammar thought that ext)licit formalized
rules could generate the endless set of sentences. So, they believe that
these must have been a set of exblicit rules which yield those sentences
such a set of explicit rules in a generative grammar. In the mid-fifties,
Noam Chomsky developed his famous theory of generative transforma-
tional grammar. In his earliest attempts, he made syntax into the main
component of the grammar, completely separated from the semantics, the
meaning of language. In fact sentences can’ t be described perfectly well
on the syntactic level if not have to mean anything, that is to say, com-
munication is not like algebraic formula.

Chomsky insists that this sentence is perfectly correct. But from its

form,
[2] Colorless green ideas sleep furiously.

we don’t know what it means. -

— 2 —



Chapter 1 Syntax, Semantice and Pragmatics

1.2 Semantics explores the meaning of linguistic
units, especially at the level of words

Semantics is the study of the relationships between linguistic forms
and entities in the world, that is lexical semantics, or at the level of sen-
tences, whether or not they correspond to simple propositions or more
complex structures. Semantic analysis can help to establish the relation-
ship between verbal descriptions and states of affairs in the world as ac-
curate or not, regardless of who produces that description. But many

words can’t be understood under aspects of world knowledge.
[3] The door opened

“Open” here may have different meanings, depending on physical prop-

ositions of context. Maybe this “open” is a description of an event, or ‘
the door is opened automatically by somebody hidden from the speaker’s
vision. The domain of lexical semantics, meaning is more taken into ac-
count what would normally be regarded as its dictionary meaning. Se-
mantics is the study of how words literally.connect to things, or more
generally, the investigation of meaning as encoded in language. Seman-
tics is also concerned with truth—conditions of propositions expressed in
sentences. Generally, these propositions correspond to the basic literal .
meaning of a simple clause. From this viewpoint, it is agreed that propo-
sitions are joined by logical connector symbol for conjunctions. Suppose
the first Proposition is P, the second proposition is Q, if P is true and Q
is true, then P & Q is true. If either P or Q is not true, then the con-
jection of P & Q is not true. So, this is analysis in formal semantics.
This type analysis is based on basic literal meaning and logical analysis.

—_3 —
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In fact, the meaning expressed can’t be got in this logical way of formal
semantics. It limits the understanding of the true meaning of a word or a
clause uttered. In everyday world of language use, there is a sequence of
two events which are described, and we expect sentence occurrence to

be reflected in the other of mention. From the viewpoint of semantics:

[4] The policeman rush to Tom and beat him.
[5] The policeman beat Tom and rushed to him.

In fact, we have a lot of examples of what we communicated more than
what we said, P involves some actions and Q involves another actions,
the conjunction and is not logical & but a sequential expression. A rule
of syntax or semantics can’ t explore what people communicated more
than what people said, but pragmatics can do, because pragmatics is a
wastebasket.

Generally, semantics is the study of the meaning of words, phrases
and sentences. People always focus on what words conventionally mean,
rather than on what a speaker might want the words to indicate on a par-
" ticular occasion. When studying the meaning of words in language, some
linguists are normally interested in the conceptual meaning of words.
Conceptual meanings of words are those basic, essential components of
meaning, which are expressed by the literal use of a word, but neglec-
ting associative meaning or stylistic meaning of words. For an example ,
what does the word book mean? ¢ Book’ can be used as a noun. It refers
to something printed for reading. As a verb, it refers to an action to or-
der tickets. Without associative situation, it’ s hard to have its conceptu-
al meaning. So, people can’t successfully communicate only by concep-
tual meaning. Without context, without associative relations, conceptual
meaning of a word will not play a good role in communication. Certain-

— 4 —



~ Chapter 1 Syntax, Semantics and Pragmatics

ly, playbills and advertisements aré quite common in using terms in such
a way that associative meaning are evoked.

The meaning of a word can’ t be interpreted when it is used only ac-
cording to some basic syntactic rules for forming English sentences, that
is to say, a well-structured sentence syntactically may be odd semanti-

cally.
(6] The hamburger ate the man.

This is a good sentence syntactically, but what does it mean? The ham-
burger ate the man? No. The noun hamburger can’t eat, and has no
property as man does. So, by analyzing the meaning of the above sen-
tence, we can find that a sentence can be syntactically good but semanti-
cally odd. Syntactics is sometimes unable to answer the questions of se-
mantics, and pragmatics is helpful to this. But what is pragmatics? Why
is pragmatics called a wastebasket?

1.3 Pragmatics wastebasket?
What is pragmatics? Is it a wastebasket?

Most definitions of pragmatics can be traced back to Charles Mor-
ris’ s famous definition of pragmatics. His definition is the study of the
relation of signs to interpreters (Morris 1938 6). In contrast to tradi-
tional linguistics, the notion of pragmatics focuses on the language—using
humans, the research on pragmatics focuses on the process of producing
language ,
trying to overstep the narrow boundaries of syntax and semantics. Mey

language and its producers, not just in the end-product

(2001) points out that the study of language can be divided into two
pretty independent parts: one is a description of the traditional methods
— 5 —
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of grammars, and the other is a description of its use (from the view of

pragmatics ). About grammars, Katz (1977; 19) says: “Grammars are

theories, in contrast --explicate the reasoning of speakers. ”

But there are some major questions to be solved by researchers, even

ChomsKy creates that performance is proper domain of pragmatics or the

theory of competence.

Such as:

——What is the role of pragmatics in the so—called ¢ hyphenated areas’
of research?

How about research areas such as mathematical and computational

linguistics?
The language use is the main role in pragmatics, and is the center of at-

tention, the user’ s point view a common orienting future for prag-
matic research.

There are no strict rules and conditions for pragmatics universe.
Pragmatics questions can’t be answered in a rule-based grammar. Math-
ematic or physical method can’t be pragmatic approach to language, but

can be answered by pragmatic theory.
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| Chapter 2
The Areas of Pragmatics Studies

Geoffery Leech (1983: 6) seems to be the most prominent repre-
sentative of pragmatics. About the relation between pragmatics and se-
mantics, he remarks that the view that semantics and pragmatics are dis-
tinct, though complementary and interrelated fields of study, is easy to
appreciate subjectively, but is more different to justify in an objective
way. It is best supported relatively, by pointing out the weakness of al-
ternative views. Leech holds the notion of three distinguishes: semanti-
cism = pragmatics inside semantics, pragmatism = semantics inside prag-
matics, complementarism = semantics and pragmatics complement each
other, but are independent areas of research. :

Austin (1962) considers that we can do ‘things’ with words when
uttered, that is pragmatic aspect of language which is a case of prag-
maticism. Austin’s famous work How to Do Things with Words had tre-
mendous impact on linguistic philosophy, and thereby on linguistics, es-
pecially in its pragmatic variant. His theory of “speech act” was further
developed and calcified by American philosopher, John R. Searle.
People had to face a serious problem that the fledgling pragmatic tradi-
tion had to face. The problem is the limitation imposed on linguistic
thinking by semantics that are based on truth condition. Some philoso-
phers who are working in the truth-functional tradition restrict them-
selves to ¢ propositions’. As a proposiﬁon , it always represents one par-
ticular class of sentences, which is called declarative that must contain

— 7 —
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some testable proposition. At a meeting, when the Chair pronounces:
“Begin!”, the word about the truth of the fact, this is doing things with
words. In other words, they are speech acts.

2.1 Traditional pragmatics views and modern
pragmatics views

Traditional pragmatics views focus on “the study of the relation of
signs to interpreters” (Morris 1938: 6), and modern pragmatics view,
a communication—oriented terminology view focuses on “message” and
“language uses” ; that’s to say that traditional pragmatics studies the el-
ements and structures, such as sounds, sentences which language users
produce; but modemn pragmatics studies the language—using human.

Performance. The terms of performance Chomsky (1957: 19)
has used is the proper domain of pragmatics. Performance is the way the
individual uses language indicating distinguishes of performance from an
abstract competence. Based on Chomsky’s viewpoint, Katz, J.
(1977) includes that grammars are theories about the structure of sen-
tence types:-+pragmatic theories, in contrast, -explicate the reasoning
of speakers and hearers. Language use is in the center of attention when
we talk about pragmatics. Also we can identify that users’ point of view
is a common orienting feature for pragmatic study.

Use of languége , the term is implied by the role of the language us-
er, but it varies with various pragmatician’ s interpretation. Use of lan-
guage is considered to be doing things with words by users, and also is
considered that the language user to expresses his or her intended mean-
ing in an explicit way. Levinson’s viewpoint about pragmatics is that
pragmatics is the study of those relations between languages enclosed in

the structure of a language (1983). His grammatical view includes the
— 8 —



Chapter 2 The Areas of Pragmatics Studies

operations with phonological, morphological and syntactic elements un-
der the direction of grammatical rules. His notion of grammatical view
fails to clean up connections between language uses and grammar, and
can’ t explain how language and context relate without or with the help of
grammar. Regarding to solution of pragmatics boundary problems,
Levinson remarks: “From what we now know about the nature of mean-
ing, a hybrid or modular account seems inescapable, there remains the
hope that with two components, a semantics and a pragmatics working in
tandem, each can be built on relatively homogeneous and systematic
times. ” (1983: 15). So, it is made many linguistic between semantics
and pragmatics. '

Morris, the founding father of pragmatics makes distinguishes be-
tween syntéx, semantics and pragmatics: Syntactic rules determine the
sign relations between sign vehicles; semantical rules correlate sign vehi-
cles with other objects; pragmatical rules states the conditions in inter-
preters under which the sign vehicle is a sign. Any rule when actually in
use operates as a type of behavior, and in this sense there is a pragmati-
cal component in all the rules (1938; 35). 7

George Yule points out that pragmatics is the study of relationships
between linguistic forms and the users of those forms. The advantage of
studying language via pragmatics is that one can talk about people’s in-
tended meanings, their assumptions, .their purposes or goals, and the
kinds of actions, which they are performing when they speak. Syntax re-
search is from sign to sign; semantics research is from sign to objects;
and pragmatics studies whatever relationship these are between signs and
their users or interpreters.

Linguistic pragmatics studies people’s use of language, a form of
behavior or social action. The pragmatic perspective can give insight into
the link between language and human life into the link between language
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