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Pragmatics 

 
• Over the past 30 years or so, pragmatics has grown into a 

well-established, secure, discipline in institutional terms.  
– Journals & Professional Bodies, 
– Yet an insecure science…  
– Still, some consensus 

• Charles Morris  (1938: 30), pragmatics is ‘the science of the 
relation of signs to their interpreters’. In other words, 
pragmatics is concerned with the interrelationship between 
signs (in the case of linguistic communication, the signs are 
utterances),  messages (i.e. what is conveyed by the signs) 
and language users (i.e. people who  send and receive 
messages by means of using signs.  
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• Linguistic pragmatics, which is concerned with 
communication by means of language, explores 
questions such as the following:  
– How do people communicate more than what their 

utterances mean as parts of the language system?  

– Why do people choose to say and/or interpret 
something in one way rather than another?  

– How do people's perceptions of contextual factors (for 
example, who the interlocutors  are, what their 
relationship is, and what circumstances they are 
communicating in) affect the communication process? 
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• Modern pragmatics questions the validity of the 
‘code-model’ of communication that was 
developed within the discipline of semiotics. In 
the code-model, communication is seen as an 
encoding–decoding process, where a code is a 
system that enables the automatic pairing of 
messages (that is, meanings internal to senders 
and receivers) and signals (that is, what is 
physically transmitted (sound, smoke signals, 
writing) between the sender and the receiver). 
– Code Model good for explaining communication 

between machines or bees, but inadequate for how 
people actually communicate. 
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• Modern approaches to pragmatics recognize that 
human communication largely exploits a code (a 
natural language such as English, German or 
Japanese), but they also try to do justice to  the 
fact, illustrated in the next section, that human 
communicative behaviour relies  heavily on 
people's capacity to engage in reasoning about 
each other's intentions,  exploiting not only the 
evidence presented by the signals in the language 
code, but  also evidence from other sources, 
including perception and general world 
knowledge. 
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Pragmatic Perspectives on Language 
Use 

 • This section use a brief dialogue in order to 
introduce some important terms and concepts 
in modern pragmatics and to illustrate briefly 
the sorts of phoneme that pragmatics needs 
to account for. 
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Pragmatic Meaning 

• It is often assumed that Semantic is to 
describe and explain linguistics meaning, 
whereas pragmatics is concerned with the 
study of the meaning that linguistic 
expressions receive in use. Pragmatics is to 
explain how participant in a dialogue such as 
the one above move from the 
decontextualized meanings of the words and 
phrases to a grasp of their meaning in 
context.  
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1. Figuring out what is communicated explicitly: 

– The assignment of reference in context; for 
example, what does Ministry [line 2] refer to?  

– The interpretation of semantically incomplete and 
vague expressions; for example, what does Nice 
one [line 10] mean in this context? 

– What thought expressed by the utterance (if any); 
for example, Ministry (roughly) = Sharon is going 
to a club called Ministry of Sound on the night.  
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2. Figuring out what is communicated implicitly. In particular: 
– What are the relevant contextual implications, i.e. conclusions that 

follow from (the thought expressed by) the utterance and the context 
(where context is defined as the set  of background assumptions 
drawn from the hearer’s knowledge which are used in utterance 
interpretation)? For example, what does Sharon (intend to) imply 
when she asks Heard of it? [line 4]?  

– What is the illocutionary force of the utterance; for example, what was 
Kiki's communicative purpose in asking: Where are you going tonight? 
[line 1] For example, the utterance could be construed as a request for 
information (about where Sharon is going out) or as a request for 
action (i.e. an indirect request that Sharon should invite Kiki to go out 
with her.)  

– What is the speaker’s attitude towards what was said and implied? For 
example, when Sharon says Nice one (and on the further assumption 
that she is commenting on ‘The End’ club in London) is she serious or 
is she being ironical? 

10 



Assigning Reference in Context 

• Sometimes the process of identifying 
pragmatic meaning involves interpreting 
ambiguous and vague linguistic expression in 
order to assign them seme context. 
Pragmatics plays a role in explaining how the 
thought expressed by a given utterance on a 
given occasion is recovered by the addressee. 

 

11 



•  This is a general point: a listener needs to assign 
reference to the words that a speaker uses, and 
since there is no direct relationship between 
words and entities that they refer to, the listener 
typically has to make inferences as to what the 
speaker intends to refer to. As Yule (1996) points 
out: 
... [reference] is not simply a relationship between the 
meaning of a word or phrase and an object or person in 
the world. It is a social act in which the speaker assumes 
that the word or phrase chosen to identify an object or 
person will be interpreted as the speaker intended. 
(Yule, 1996: 22) 
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Working Out Implicated Meaning 
• The main import of an utterance may, in fact, easily lie not 

with the thought expressed by the utterance (that is the 
communicated directly) but rather with the thought(s) that 
the hearer assumes the speaker intends to suggest or hint 
at. 

•  pragmatics needs to explain how implicitly communicated 
ideas (in this case, Kiki’s thought: Sharon thinks Kiki is 
socially incompetent and/or inadequate) are recovered. 

• the most influential solution to this problem was 
developed in the mid-1960s by the Oxford philosopher 
Paul Grice. He argued that people are disposed to presume 
that communicative behavior is guided by set of principal 
and norms, which he called the Co-operative Principle and 
maxims of conversation. 
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‘Co-operative Principle’ and 
 ‘Maxims of Conversation’: 

• Make your conversational contribution such as 
is required, at the stage at which it occurs, by 
the accepted purpose or direction of the talk 
exchange in which you are engaged. (Grice, 
1989: 26)  
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• Truthfulness (communicators should do their 
best to make contributions which are true).  

• Informativeness (communicators should do 
their best to be adequately informative).  

• Relevance (communicators should do their 
best to make contributions which are relevant)  

• Style (communicators should do their best to 
make contributions which are appropriately 
short and clearly expressed).  
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• The challenge of describing and explaining the 
reasoning process involved in communication has 
also been taken up by cognitive approaches to 
pragmatics, such as Sperber and Wilson´s 
relevance theory, which maintains that the 
reasoning process involved in communication are 
constrained by a single principle: the principle of 
relevance, making the Co-operative Principle and 
the maxims of quality, quality and manner 
redundant. 
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Inferring Illocutionary Force 

•  Another element to the working out of pragmatics 
involves interpreting the illocutionary force of 
utterances. The philosopher John Austin and 
developed by another philosopher John Searle, views 
language as a form of action. 

• Austin´s initial insight was that people do not simply 
make statements that can be judge as true or false; 
rather, they use language to perform actions that have 
an impact in some way on the world. Both he and 
Searle tried to classify speech acts into different 
categories, and to identify the felicity condition that 
enable speech act to be performed successfully. 
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Explaining the Impact of Social 
Factors 

•  Grice´s theory of conversation, and in particular his 
view that conversation is governed by a set of norms, 
pointed to the importance of investigating the social 
regularities which arise though and are reflected in 
communicative interaction. 

• Leech (1983) also suggests that language use involves a 
‘pragmalinguistic’ perspective and a ‘sociopragmatic’ 
perspective. This distinction has been widely adopted, 
although it can be fuzzy at times. The pragmalinguistic 
perspective focuses on the linguistic strategies that are 
used to convey a given pragmatic meaning, whereas 
the sociopragmatic perspective focuses on the socially 
based assessments, beliefs and interactional principles 
that underlie people's choice of strategies.• 
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• One of the most influential models that tries to explain 
the impact of social factors on people´s use of 
language is Brown and Levinson´s face model of 
politeness. Brown and Levinson define face as the 
public self-image that every member wants to claim for 
himself and they draw a distinction between positive 
face and negative face. 

• Positive face reflects every person´s need that his or 
her self-image is appreciated and approved of, and 
negative face reflects every person´s basic claim to 
territories, personal preserves, rights to non-
distraction- that is, to freedom of action and freedom 
from imposition. 
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• Brown and Levinson (1987) argue that speakers take 
three main variables into account when deciding how 
to word a face-threatening utterance such as a request 
or a challenge:  
– The power differential between hearer and the speaker 

(that is, amount of equality or inequality (labelled P).  
– The distance–closeness between them (labelled D).  
– The degree of imposition of the content of the utterance 

(confusingly labelled R for rank).  

• They maintain that, other things being equal, the 
greater the power differential, the greater the distance 
and the greater the imposition, the more careful and 
more indirect the speaker will be.  
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Conversational Patterns and Structure 

• Conversation proceeds through ordered pairs of utterances, 
called adjacency pairs. The utterances in a pair are ordered, 
in that the first member of a pair requires a second 
member. 

• Conversation analysis is really an approach to discourse 
analysis; however, patterns such as insertion sequences 
may also be analyzed from a pragmatic perspective, in 
which case factors such as face are included to try and 
explain why such patterns occur. On the other hand, 
pragmatists working within other framework s, such as 
Sperber and Wilson´s cognitive-psychological approach, 
would argue that the patterns observed by conversation 
analysis follow from general principle of human cognition 
and communication. 
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The Role of  Context 

• Context plays a major role in the communication process, and so an 
important task for pragmatic theory is to elucidate this process. In social 
pragmatics, it is widely accepted that the following feature of the 
situational context have a particularly crucial influence on people´s use of 
language 
– The participants: their roles, the amount of power differential (if any) between 

them, the degree of distance–closeness between them, the number of people 
present.  

– The message content: how ‘costly’ or ‘beneficial’ the message is to the hearer 
and/or speaker, how face-threatening it is, whether it exceeds or stays within 
the rights and obligations of the relationship.  

– The communicative activity (such as a job interview, a lecture or a medical 
consultation): how the norms of the activity influence language behaviour 
such as right to talk or ask questions, discourse structure, and level of 
formality 

• Context is sometimes taken to be concrete aspects of the environment in 
which an exchange takes place and that have a bearing on the 
communication process.  
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The Importance of Context 
 

• Context is a crucial factor in pragmatic 
analysis. When designing language teaching 
materials and language learning activities, it is 
vital to clearly identify relevant contextual 
information such as the following: the roles, 
the number of people and what the 
communicative event is and what the goals 
are. 
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Pragmatics Research: Pragmatics and 
Methods 

• There are two broad approaches to pragmatics, a 
cognitive-psychological approach and a social-
psychological approach.  
– Cognitive pragmatics are primarily interested in 

exploring the relation between the decontextualized, 
linguistic meaning of utterance. 

–  Social pragmatics, on the other hand, tend to focus 
on the ways in which particular communicative 
exchanges between individuals are embedded in and 
constrained by social, cultural and other contextual 
factors. 
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Pragmatics – Data Collection 

• In terms of data collection , pragmatics borrows from 
other sciences such as psychology, sociology and 
anthropology, and thus uses a variety of methods. For 
example, it uses video /audio-recording and detailed 
field notes to collect role-played interactions; and it 
uses questionnaires, diaries and interviews to obtain 
offline pragmatic data in which participants report, 
discuss and/or comment on their language use. Some 
methods are more suitable than others for exploring 
given research questions, so it should not be thought 
that one method is necessarily always better than 
another. 
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The Possibility (or Likelihood) of 
Pragmatic Transfer 

•  It is widely acknowledged that people´s use of a 
second language can be influenced by the 
characteristics of their first language. 

• Naturally, there can be pragmatics differences between 
languages, just as there can be phonological or 
syntactic differences. Some of these differences can be 
relatively grammatical. 

• During the last 20 years or so, pragmaticians have 
carried out contrastive research into many different 
pragmatic features in a very wide range of language. 
This area of research is known as cross-cultural 
pragmatics.  
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• What cultural differences (if any) are there in the effect of context 
on the performance of speech acts? 
– For example, if two strangers slightly bump into each other, do British 

and Greek people evaluate this similarly in terms of degree of 
seriousness, and thus have similar conceptions as to whether a verbal 
apology is required? 

• What cultural differences (if any) are there in the impact of socio-
pragmatic principles on people’s performance of speech acts? 
– e.g., When responding to a complaint, is it more important to express 

verbal modesty in Urdu than in English? 

• What language differences (if any) are there in the influence of 
pragma-linguistic conventions on the performance of speech acts?” 
– E.g., When expressing disagreement, is it common to soften the 

impact by using ‘I agree with you but…’ or by asking for further 
information? 
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• Follow book 
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The Complexity of Meaning 
Construction 

• This process of construction meaning involves 
the use of all kinds of background knowledge, 
and so this means that the less background 
knowledge people have in common, the more 
difficult the process of communicating will be. 
This has major implications for foreign 
language teachers, both in terms of how they 
appraise the level of difficult of texts and also 
in terms of their own use of language. 
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