PRAGMATICS

· MEANING

So, what is Pragmatics?

Well do you remember the utterance by the queen to her butler; “it’s cold in here.”

What does that mean exactly? The words literally mean, “the temperature is lower than what is normally considered hot or warm.”

This is like a definition; this is what we call the semantic meaning. 

Semantics being the meaning that comes from linguistic knowledge, such as grammar and vocabulary (e.g. synonyms)

However, what does the queen really mean? Of course she’s telling her butler to close the window. How do we know that? We bring our worldly knowledge of a queen’s relationship to her butler and the physical context into play.

Pragmatics is just that, the meaning over and above the linguistic meaning of the words, created by our knowledge of the world and context.  Or as Yule neatly puts it, “Pragmatics is the study of how more gets communicated than is said.”

Students and listening:

We can see how then certain utterances may cause confusion for students of English, as they may not have this same worldly knowledge (often also cultural), as a native speaker.

Students and speaking:

Pragmatics clearly influences the speaker’s choice of language and how it will affect the listener. This effect on the listener is of vital importance for the learner to be aware of when they make their choice of language to express their ideas.

· THE UTTERANCES

As we go through the sentences or utterances (an utterance being something said that conveys meaning) of attachment ONE, we will see how connotation, culture, presuppositions, the Co-operative principle, politeness and humour all have a role to play in the world of Pragmatics. 

1. Amy and Jane.

Here we can see two identical utterances (“It’s pink”) having different pragmatic meanings. 

In the first, it may have a negative connotation if Jane thinks Amy is too old to wear pink and is thus showing disapproval. However, pink maybe Jane, or even Amy’s, favorite colour and Jane shows approval via positive connotation.

Intonation, knowledge of speaker’s age and relationship will all play a part in creating meaning.

In the second, Jane maybe happy to eat the pork (if she were from a culture where a little blood in the meat is a good thing), or she maybe refusing it (if she were from a culture where a little blood in the meat makes it inedible)

2. Lawyer to defendant.

This is an example of the lawyer using a presupposition to make the defendant look bad. Whichever way the Defendant answers (yes or no) the listener assumes that the defendant beating his wife is a fact.

Presuppositions are powerful because we infer that what is assumed in an utterance, but not directly stated, is the truth (did happen or will happen).

This is a powerful persuading technique used by lawyers and advertisers alike. Of course, in a court of law if the lawyer had no evidence of the “beating” his question would be challenged by the defendant’s lawyer.

Such persuasion language that assumes what follows is fact includes: 

Regret, know, realize, discover, I am aware, It’s strange that,….

(e.g. “Do you regret killing her!” – assumes the fact you killed her)

Persuasion language that assumes what follows is fiction includes: 

Pretend, imagine, dream, if I were, ….

(e.g. “If you were old, you wouldn’t need this product” – assumes you are young and you need this product)

3. Customer and waiter

This is a classic case of the effect on the listener. Whereas the customer’s meaning is one of can = permission, the waiter understands the meaning of can = ability. Given that both are native speakers, the waiter’s reply would probably be seen as a feeble attempt at humour or just being pedantic.

4. English teacher writes a recommendation about a student’s writing skills.

This is a good point to introduce the Co-operative principle.

The philosopher Paul Grice claimed all people, irrespective of cultural background, follow a basic principle governing conversation. That is we assume in a conversation the participants will co-operate with each other.

There are 4 parts to this co-operation principle.

a) RELEVANCE.
You make sure what you say is relevant to the conversation

b) QUALITY.

You do not say what you believe to be false.

c) QUANTITY.
You make your contribution sufficient but not over-informative.

d) CLARITY.

You avoid ambiguity.

However, these rules maybe quietly violated or flagrantly flouted. In a violation, it is not obvious the speaker has deliberately lied, been ambiguous and so on. When flouting, failure to follow the rules is obvious and deliberate.

The teacher’s report is an example of the Co-operative principle. 

Whilst trying to be truthful, he apparently flouts the rule of quantity. He is not telling us enough about the student’s writing ability (information he must clearly having, being the teacher). However, we can infer from the reply that this student’s writing ability is not good, and the speaker knows we can work this out. So in this case, Grice points out, this inference is made possible by the fact that speakers normally follow the Co-operative principle.

5. Boss and employee

Here the employee but doesn’t lie when answering the question, but also manages to evade the complete truth. We can infer he probably didn’t complete the report.

6. Groucho Marx

Here we see an example of changing the semantic meaning being used for humour. The cop’s meaning of “go around with” is “has”. However, Groucho pretends to understand the meaning as “accompany”. 

· POLITENESS

Pragmatics plays a key part in politeness, where we often imply an idea (Host to Guest: Well I really must go and prepare my class for tomorrow) rather than assert one (Host to Guest: Go home).

Which is politer (a) or (b)?

a) Clean up the floor

b) Have some more cake

Most people say (b) is politer. The reason is it involves the least pain for the listener. Both, however, use the same grammatical structure: the imperative.

And what about these two?

c) Pass  the salt!

d) Could you possibly pass the salt?

Most people say (d) is politer. The more indirect the request, the more room for the hearer to refuse.

The importance of relationship should be noted though. If the speakers were friends, d) may come across as being rather unfriendly.

And what about these 3 for the question “Do you like the wine I’ve chosen?”

e) Yes

f) It’s Italian isn’t it?

g) Not really

Most would say most polite is e, then f, then g. People may use f) where their need to be truthful (ref. Co-operative principle) conflicts with a need to be polite.

Here you are able to voice a criticism in an indirect way.

Finally, which is most polite?

a) How much do you earn?

b) Could you tell me how much you earn?

Clearly a big part of politeness goes beyond the words and into the cultural area of pragmatics.  For most English people both the above would be deemed impolite!

A key point for language teachers is to make students aware of the effect of what they say on the listener. Getting the message across may not always be sufficient. 

Finally, to find out more about politeness and pragmatics in general have a look at:

“Pragmatics” Jean Stilwell Peccei. (Foreign Language Press….14 yuan!)

