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Reflections on the Traditional Conceptions

of the Distinction between Semantics and Pragmatics

Abstract :

The distinction between semantics and pragmatics is not
easy to explain. This paper first discusses the definitions
of the two terms “semantics” and “pragmatics”. Then it
examines the various and conflicting traditional concep-
tions of the distinction between semantics and pragmat-
ics. These conceptions can be classified into two types by
using the criterion of context independence/context de-
pendence and the criterion of linguistic (conventional)
meaning/use respectively. However, the criteria do not
provide the basis for drawing the distinction between se-
e 1 .



mantics and pragmatics. A better conception based on
linguistic information and extralinguistic information is
proposed. In the final part it concludes that the distinc-
tion between semantics and pragmatics reflects the
difference between linguistic and extralinguistic infor-
mation available to language users. Whereas semantic in-
formation is grammatically associated with the linguistic
material uttered, pragmatic information is generated by
the act of uttering that material.

Key words: semantics; pragmatics; distinction; conceptions

1. Introduction

In traditional linguistics the distinction between pragmatics and
semantics and syntax on the one hand and, in a broader sense, be-
tween pragmatics and sociolinguistics on the other hand, depend
wholly on Morris’ general theory of signs (Morris, 1938). Some lin-
guists hold that while semantics is concerned with the literal and
contextually non-variable meaning of linguistic expressions or with
the contextually non-variable side of the truth conditions of proposi-
tions or sentences, pragmatics deals with the function of linguistic
utterances and the propositions that are expressed by them, depen-
ding upon their use in specific situations.

Although both semantics and pragmatics investigate different
aspects of linguistic meaning, the task to distinguish between prag-
matics and semantics is not easy. Whether a given phenomenon has
a semantic or a pragmatic explanation or some combination of both
must be settled on a case-by-case basis. Uncertainties arise with re-
gard to issues such as whether deixis is a pragmatic or semantic phe-
nomenon. As a way of placing utterances in contexts, deictic ex-
pressions are part of pragmatics, while as factors in establishing the

« 2



truth conditions of sentences, they are part of indexical semantics.

II. Two terms: Semantics and Pragmatics

1. Semantics

Semantics is the subdiscipline of linguistics concerning the anal-
ysis and description of the so-called “literal” meaning of linguistic
expressions (Bussmann, 2000:423). The term “semantics” is a re-
cent addition to the English language. “Semantics” did not occur un-
til it was introduced in a paper read to the American Philological
Association in 1894 entitled “Reflected Meanings: a Point in Seman-
tics”. The French term “sémantique” had been coined from Greek
in the previous year by M. Bréal. In both cases the term was not
used simply to refer to meaning, but to its development — the tradi-
tional area of historical semantics of single words. In 1900, howev-
er, there appeared Bréal’s book Semantics: Studies in the Science of
Meaning which treated semantics as the “science” of meaning
(Bréal, 1900). This book was not primarily concerned with changes
of meaning from a historical point of view.

Under the influence of structuralism, semantics began to focus
on the semantic relations between words and, thus, on the semantic
structure of present-day vocabulary. With the development of gen-
erative grammar, lexically-oriented structuralist semantics was ex-
panded to view problems concerning sentence semantics; the rivalry
between interpretive semantics and generative semantics attests to
the controversial state of research of the 1960’s.

More recent developments in semantics are characterized by an
overlap within various areas of linguistic investigation. Semantics
has become more and more a branch of an interdisciplinary “cogni-

tive science”.



2. Pragmatics

Pragmatics is a subdiscipline of linguistics developed from dif-
ferent linguistic, philosophical and sociological traditions that stud-
ies the relationship between natural language expressions and their
uses in specific situations (Bussmann, 2000:374). The term “prag-
matics” comes from Morris’ general theory of signs: in this semiotic
model (semiotics), pragmatics refers to the relationship of the sign
to the sign user. Pragmatics can hardly be considered an autonomous
field of study (as is the case for phonology, for example).

In British-American linguistics, the term “pragmatics” has only
been in use for a relatively short time; this area was previously sub-
sumed under the term “sociolinguistics”. In the linguistic history,
great importance has long been attached to the formal analysis of
language and for a long time the study of the daily use of language is
ignored and deserted. Pragmatics has long been considered as a
wastebasket dealing with those phenomena that were not the busi-
ness of semantics to explain. These phenomena later became the
contents of pragmatics. In the early 1970’s, pragmatics became al-
most exclusively identified with speech act theory. Later it was con-
cerned above all with empirical studies in conversation analysis,

drawing on Grice’s maxims of conversation (Grice, 1975:22 —58).

III. Reflections on Traditional Conceptions of the Distinction

between Semantics and Pragmatics

1. Traditional Conceptions of the Distinction between Semantics and
Pragmatics
To distinguish between semantics and pragmatics is a difficult
task. Over the past years philosophers and linguists have proposed
various conflicting conceptions. In this part, the traditional concep-
o« 4 .



tions of the semantics-pragmatics distinction are reviewed in order

of time:

D

2)

3)

4)

5)

6)

Morris: “Semantics deals with the relation of signs to ... objects
which they may or do denote. Pragmatics concerns the relation
of signs to their interpreters” (Morris, 1938:35—43).

Carnap: “... who took a more general view and maintained that
syntax is contained by semantics which is contained by pragmat-
ics” (Carnap, 1948).

Ross: “The pragmatic analysis claims that certain clements are
present in the context of a speech act and that syntactic proces-
ses can refer to such clements” (Ross, 1970).

Stalnaker (Stalnaker, 1972:383). “Syntax studies sentences;
semantics studies propositions. Pragmatics is the study of lin-
guistic acts and the contexts in which they are performed.
There are two major types of problems to be solved within
pragmatics: First, to define interesting types of speech acts and
speech products; Second, to characterize the features of the
speech context which help determine which proposition is ex-
pressed by a given sentence. ... It is a semantic problem to
specify the rules for matching up sentences of a natural lan-
guage with the propositions that they express. In most cases,
however, the rules will not match sentences directly with prop-
ositions, but will match sentences with propositions relative to
features of the context in which the sentence is used. These
contextual features are part of the subject matter of pragmat-
ics.”

Montague: Montague suggests that “the difference between se-
mantics and pragmatics is that semantic values are not relativ-
ized to anything, whereas pragmatic values are assigned relative
to a context of use” (Montague, 1974).

Katz. draw the theoretical line between semantic interpretation
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and pragmatic interpretation by taking the semantic component
to properly represent only those aspects of the meaning of the
sentence that an ideal speaker-hearer of the language would
know in an anonymous letter situation, ... (where there is) no
clue whatever about the motive, circumstances of transmission,
or any other factor relevant to understanding the sentence on
the basis of its context of utterance. (Katz, 1977:14)

7) Gazdar: “The domain of this pragmatic function is the set of
utterances ... And we can treat the meaning of the utterance as
the difference between the original context and the context ar-
rived at by utterance of the sentence” (Gazdar, 1979:2, 4 -5).

8) Webster’s Third New International Dictionary of the English
Language (1988:2062,1781) . Semantics is defined as “the study
of meanings: a branch of semiotics dealing with the relations
between signs and what they refer to and including theories of
denotation, extension, naming, and truth.” Pragmatics is dis-
tinguished from semantics and syntactics as “a branch of semi-
otics that deals with the relation between signs or linguistic ex-
pressions and their users.”

9) The Oxford Companion to Philosophy: “Pragmatics is the study
of language which focuses attention on the users and the context
of language use rather than on reference., truth, or grammar”
(Fotion, 1995:709).

10) The Cambridge Dictionary of Philosophy (Lycan, 1995:588) .
“Pragmatics studies the use of language in context, and the con-
text-dependence of various aspects of linguistic interpretation.
... (Its branches include the theory of how) one and the same
sentence can express different meanings or propositions from
context to context, owing to ambiguity or indexicality or both,

. speech act theory, and the theory of conversational implica-
ture.”

6 .
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12)

2.

The Blackwell Companion to Philosophy (Davies, 1996:124) .
“The distinction between semantics and pragmatics is, roughly,
the distinction between the significance conventionally or liter-
ally attached to words, and thence to whole sentences, and the
further significance that can be worked out, by more general
principles, using contextual information.”

George Yule (Yule, 1996:4). “Pragmatics is the study of the
relationship between linguistic forms and the users of those
forms. In this three-part traditional distinction, only pragmat-
ics allows humans into the analysis. 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 that they are performing when they
speak. ... Pragmatics is the study of speaker meaning. ... Prag-
matics is the study of contextual meaning. ... Pragmatics is the
study of how more gets communicated than is said. ... Pragmat-

”

ics is the study of the expression of relative distance. ...

Reflections on the Traditional Conceptions of the Distinction be-
tween Semantics and Pragmatics

According to the distinguishing criteria, the conceptions above

can be classified into two types. The first type takes context inde-

pendence/context dependence as the criterion; the second type

takes linguistic meaning/use as the criterion.

In the first type, context is a key concept. As a comprehensive

concept in communication theory, “context” refers to all elements

of a communicative situation: the verbal and non-verbal context,

the

context of the given speech situation, and the social context of

the relationship between the speaker and the hearer, their knowl-

edge and their attitudes. Some contextual information combines

with linguistic information to determine content and some helps the
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hearer to make inferences of linguistic meaning with the help of the
circumstances and therefore determine the speaker’s communicative
intention.

Context is considered by many to be one element in pragmatics
complementing semantics. However, as a matter of fact, in some
cases such as indexicals, demonstratives and tenses, context is also
an element in semantics, because in these cases the semantic content
varies with context. It can be seen that it is not proper to use con-
text independence/context dependence as a criterion to make the
distinction between semantics and pragmatics.

The second type of distinction conceptions is based on the crite-
rion of linguistic (conventional) meaning/use. That is, the distinc-
tion between the usual and conventional meaning of a word, a
phrase or a sentence and the meaning of a word, a phrase or a sen-
tence in specific circumstances. However, it is still not proper to use
it as a criterion for the distinction between semantics and pragmatics
because the literal meaning of some expressions is related to their

use. The reasons are as follows:

The term “meaning” is a key concept in the study of semantics. There
are different definitions and meanings for this term and different theoretical
approaches result in different definitions of “meaning”. According to Witt-
genstein, the meaning of a word is its use in the language. In this theory of
meaning as its use, meaning comes from various elements including the

speaker, the hearer and the specific situation (Wittgenstein, 1953).

It was under the influence of this theory of Wittgenstein’s that
later J. L. Austin and Searle developed the speech act theory. Ac-
cording to this theory, speeches are acts which have illocutionary
forces indicating the way the proposition is related to the words and
the communicative function of speeches (Searle, 1969). A lot can

.« 8



function as illocutionary indicators, such as tone, stress, intona-
tion, accent, mood. particles, adverbs or adverbial phrases. For
example, the adverbs “anyway”, “besides”, “finally”, “frankly”,
“furthermore”, “however”, “indeed”., “morecover”, “otherwise”
and the adverbial phrases such as “after all”, “at any rate”, “by the
way”, “first of all”, “generally speaking”, “in conclusion”, “in oth-
er words”, “on one hand”, “on the other hand”, “strictly speak-
ing”, “to begin with”, “to sum up”. The literal meaning of these
words and phrases is related to their use since they are all commen-
tary expressions in the discourse of utterance.

Therefore, a better and more satisfactory conception of the dis-
tinction between semantics and pragmatics is needed. It should take
into consideration the two criteria of context independence/context
dependence and linguistic meaning/use, and should be based on the
distinction between linguistic information and extralinguistic infor-
mation. Semantic information is related to linguistic expressions,
whereas pragmatic information is concerned with utterances and
facts surrounding them. That is to say, pragmatic information is
concerned with facts relevant to interpreting a speaker’s communi-
cative purpose of making the utterance. Pragmatics is concerned
with whatever information is relevant, over and above the linguistic
properties of a sentence or other expressions.

IV. Conclusion

Linguists are not the only scholars that have been interested in
the distinction between semantics and pragmatics. The subject has
also been of concern to philosophers, and for a long time it has been
important in methodology of both philosophy and linguistics.

In philosophers’ discussions, the distinction between pragmatics
and semantics has long been a topic since it is one of their important
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tasks to try to find out the distinction. For example, Strawson dis-
tinguished between linguistic meaning and speaker’s meaning by
holding that reference is something that speakers do, not words
(Strawson, 1950:1 — 27). Austin distinguished between semantics
and pragmatics by contrasting locutionary and illocutionary acts
(Austin, 1960:93 —101). Kripke contrasted semantic reference with
speaker’s reference by distinguishing between the referential use and
attributive use of definite descriptions (Kripke, 1977).

In linguistics, because of the increasing recognition of the close
interaction of meaning and use, semantics and pragmatics tend to be
treated together as semantics in a broader sense. Despite the ten-
dency to combine semantics with pragmatics, the linguistic distinc-
tion between semantics and pragmatics is still important. It can help
distinguish between utterances in the strict and broad senses of lin-
guistics, shed light on a number of other distinctions such as sen-
tence vs. utterance, meaning Vvs. use, linguistic meaning vs.
speaker’s meaning, and help explain why the linguistic meaning of
the sentence can only partly determine speakers’ communicative
purposes.

In conclusion, a better conception of the distinction between
semantics and pragmatics is always needed. The distinction reflects
the difference between linguistic and extralinguistic information
available to language users. Whereas semantic information is en-
coded in what is uttered and is grammatically associated with the
linguistic material uttered, pragmatic information is generated by
the act of uttering the linguistic material and arises only in relation

to the act of uttering that material.
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