Introduction to the study of pragmatics

Pragmatics is concerned with the study of meaning as communicated by a speaker (or writer) and interpreted by a listener (or reader) (Yule 1996)

‑ the study of speaker meaning
  (the analysis of what people mean by their utterances)

‑ the study of contextual meaning
(the interpretation of what people mean in a particular context and how the context influences what is said)

‑ the study of how more gets communicated than is said
  (the investigation of invisible meaning)

‑ the study of the expression of relative distance
  (the choice between the said and the unsaid is tied to the notion of distance, closeness  

   implies shared experience)

Task 1

Invent your own examples which illustrate how the meaning varies
1. with different speakers;
2. with different context;
3. how more gets communicated than is really said;
4. how the relative distance between the speakers influences what they say and how they say it.

Pragmatics and its relationship with other areas of linguistic analysis:

syntax ‑ the study of the relationships between linguistic forms

semantics ‑ the study of the relationships between linguistic

     forms and entities in the world

pragmatics ‑ the study of the relationships between linguistic forms and 

     the users of those forms

     (humans are taken into consideration only in pragmatics)

Task 2

How would you analyse the following sentence from the perspectives of syntax, semantics and pragmatics?

The duck ran up to Mary and licked her.

There is a regular pragmatic principle of language use: Interpret order of mention as a reflection of order of occurrence. Relate it to the above example.

People tend to behave in fairly regular ways when it comes to using language. 
Some of the regularity comes from the fact that people are members of social 

groups and thus follow general patterns of behaviour expected within the group. Most people within a linguistic community have similar basic experiences of the world and share a lot of non‑linguistic knowledge (cultural schemata).  

Task 3

Compare the following sentences and explain the difference between them. Which would you use and why?
1. I found an old bicycle lying on the ground. The chain was rusted 

    and the tires were flat.

2. I found an old bicycle. A bicycle has a chain. The chain was rusted. 

    A bicycle also has tires. The tires were flat.

Task 4
Think of similar examples in which you do not mention something which is considered part of common knowledge (cultural schema) and so communicated without being said.

Task 5
What do these children still need to learn about using language?

A little boy comes in the front door.

Mother:
Wipe your feet, please.

He removes his muddy shoes and socks and carefully wipes his clean feet on the doormat.

A father is trying to get his 3-year-old daughter to stop lifting up her dress to display her new underwear to the assembled guests.

Father:

We don’t DO that.

Daughter:
I KNOW, Daddy. You don’t WEAR dresses.

Task 6

What does the utterance Cats drink cream mean?

When asked what a sentence means, people usually provide another sentence that has virtually the same meaning, a paraphrase. There are a variety of ways that you could paraphrase the utterance Cats drink cream. You could change a/ individual words b/ the sentence structure, or c/ both the individual words and the sentence structure. 

Here are some possible paraphrases for our sentence:

a/ Domestic felines consume the liquid fat of milk.

b/ Cream is drunk by cats.

c/ The liquid fat of milk is drunk by domestic felines.

Mike, Annie and Mike’s cat, Felix, are in Mike’s kitchen. What did Annie mean?

Mike:

What happened to that bowl of cream?

Annie:

Cats drink cream.

Task 7

Linguists often make the distinction between a sentence and an utterance. 

Pragmatics analyses language in use. Many of the utterances we use do not consist of full sentences, yet are entirely understandable in context, as in the following: 

Jane:
Coffee?

Steve:
Sure!

Jane?
White?

Steve:
Black.

Now change the above dialogue into one with complete utterances:

Task 8:

Provide a SM and a PM for It’s cold in here in two different contexts, A/ and B/:

A/ Mike and Ann are in the living room. Mike asks Ann whether she’d like to eat dinner in the living room or in the kitchen. Ann replies: It’s cold in here.

B/ The Queen and her butler, James, are in the drawing room. The window is open. The Queen says: It’s cold in here.

C/ Now provide a third context for It’s cold in here which would yield a different PM.

SUMMARY:

1. Language meaning can be analysed at several levels.

2. Semantics concentrates on the meaning that comes from linguistic knowledge, while pragmatics concentrates on those aspects of meaning that cannot be predicted by linguistic knowledge alone and takes into account our knowledge about the physical and social world.

3. The focus of pragmatic analysis is on the meaning of speakers’ utterances rather than on the meaning of words or sentences.

4. Utterances need not consist of complete sentences. Each utterance is a unique physical event created at a particular point in time for a particular communicative purpose.

Task 9

Consider the following three different utterances with similar pragmatic meanings, even though each of them has a different semantic meaning.

This room is a pigsty!

How many times have I told you about this room?

Clean this room up.

Now invent your own three utterances with similar pragmatic meanings, but different semantic meanings.

Task 10
For the following short dialogues, provide three alternatives for the underlined utterances! Each alternative should potentially have a similar pragmatic meaning, even though the semantic meaning would be different.

A/ Matt:
Do you want some cake?

     Chris:
I’m on a diet.

B/ Ed:

How was the party?

     Faye:
Don’t ask!

C/ Matt:
Lend me a pen.

     Chris:
Here. But it’s running out of ink.

Task 11

Read the following definitions of pragmatics by different linguists, choose the one which you and your partner consider the best and try to explain your choice to the other students:
FOUR DEFINITIONS OF PRAGMATICS:

Pragmatics studies the factors that govern our choice of language in social interaction and the effects of our choice on others. 




(Crystal 1987: 120)

Pragmatics can be usefully defined as the study of how utterances have meanings in situations. 







(Leech 1983: x)
Pragmatics is the study of how more gets communicated than is said. 
(Yule 1996: 3)

· There is a distinction between a hearer’s knowledge of her language and her knowledge of the world. In this section, I shall argue that it is this distinction that underlies the distinction between semantics and pragmatics. (Blakemore 1992: 39)

The context of the situation
Hymes (1972) established seven different criteria that affect discourse and that are to be taken into consideration when analysing discourse:
channel

setting (when and where)

participants

purpose (why)

key (the atmosphere of a communicative event)

message content (what)

message form (how)

Task 12

In pairs think of different ways and contexts in which someone tells another person to sit down. For each different expression think of all criteria established by Hymes listed above.

Task 13
In pairs think of different ways and contexts in which someone thanks another person. For each different expression think of all criteria established by Hymes listed above. Can you find equivalents in your mother tongue for each of them? Remember to take into account the context in which the phrases are used.

Task 14

Catching a train

Imagine a crowded railway station in London at 10 in the morning. The following message comes over the public announcement system: The train at Platform 5 is the 10.30 to Edinburgh. The message is the same for everyone at the station but it is interpreted in many different ways. For many people listening to this announcement will be of no importance and they will give it little attention; their travel plans do not involve Edinburgh or Platform 5. Among those who attend more carefully are three individuals. Here is what they say to themselves when they hear the announcement:
Passenger A: Ah, so it’s Platform 5 I need.

Passenger B: So this is the Edinburgh train. Where does mine go from then?

Passenger C: Right. So I’ve got half an hour then. Time to get off and buy some coffee.
From their interpretations, what do you know about each passenger? What do you think they do and do not know before the announcement is made? What piece of information is important for each passenger?

Passenger A: 

Passenger B: 
Passenger C: 
