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Speaker Meaning
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Pragmatics

• “That was sick!” 

• Semantics studies word or sentence 
meaning.  

• But we can’t get speaker meaning by 
words alone. 

• Pragmatics is about speaker meaning. 

Main ! Point 
With pragmatics, we see beyond words, looking at what speakers 
mean, with spoken and unspoken meanings. We look at how we 
cooperate to make meaning socially and how we show formality, 
informality, and group membership. 

I’m leaving you.Who is he?
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Dear Professor Poulshock:

I am very pleased to be able to recommend Irving Smith 
to you. Mr. Smith is a model student. He dresses well 
and is extremely punctual. I have known Mr. Smith for 
three years now, and in every way I have found him to 
be most cooperative. His wife is charming.

Sincerely,

John Jones
Professor

January 11, 2006
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The HOW of Pragmatics

• How we use language socially. 

• We we fit sentences into the flow of 
conversation. 

• How we understand "the unspoken."  

• How we signal formality and politeness.

Word or Speaker Meaning

• Himey is a robot.  

• He responds to the exact meaning of 
words.  

• Give me a hand. 

Word or Speaker Meaning

What does "bad" mean? 

Dictionary: (badder, baddest) informal, chiefly North 
American good; excellent: they want the baddest, 
best-looking Corvette there is.

Pragmatics

• A: Shintaro, you bought new shoes. 

• B: Yes,my feet were cold.   

• With semantics, we understand the words. 

• New shoes now.  Cold feet before. 

• But (pragmatically) what did he mean? 

• His old shoes had holes or were sandals.

Pragmatics
• Semantics: study of word or sentence meaning.  

• Pragmatics is the study of speaker meaning. 

• Husband: What’s for dinner? I’m hungry. 

• Wife: I’m hungry too, but I’m tired. 

• Husband: So we’re not going to eat tonight? 

• Speaker means... I’m too tired to cook, so 

• You cook, or let’s eat out.

Pragmatics
• With pragmatics we see beyond semantic meanings. 

• “A guy walks into a psychiatrist’s office and says to the secretary, “I need 
to see the psychiatrist,.” The secretary says, “What seems to be the 
problem?” 

• He says, “Well, I think I’m invisible.” 

• So the secretary knocks on the door of the psychiatrist’s office, walks in, 
and says, “Dr. Smith, there’s a man in the waiting room who claims to be 
invisible.”  The doctor says, “Tell him I can’t see him.”

Pragmatics

• A:  先生。。。寒い 

• B：私ですか？ すみません。 

• A：違う。。。寒いです 

• B: あ！はい。。。閉めましたよ。 

• A: ありがとう。

Pragmatics

• This dialog shows how we get meaning from context and background 
knowledge, not just from words.  



Quiz Each Other

1. With pragmatics, what do we study? 1. We study "speaker" meaning. 

Pragmatics of はい！

• What does “hai” mean in Japanese? 

• “This bank is bankrupt. You don’t read 
the paper?” 

• Yes. 

Taking Roll

• T: Suzuki-San 

• S: Hai! 

• T: Watanabe-San 

• W: Hai!

Asking If You Know

• A: Genji-no Monogatari Shiteru? 

• B: Hai, hai, hai…

Negative Demand

• A: Oi! Chanto shinasai-yo! 

• B: Hai, hai, hai…

Backing Up

• A: Ikimasuyo! 

• B: Haai

Soft Demand

• A: Wasurenaide, ne! 

• B: Hoooi.

Commanding

• A: Tachimasho! 

• B: Hai!

Casual Encouragment

• A: Gambate ne! 

• B: Un!

Confusion

• A: BLA BLA BLA… 

• B: Hai?

Confusion

• A: I think we should by a new BMW! 

• B: Hai?

Three women are sitting on a bench by the beach.  
It’s a nice day. But they are sad. They’re not talking. 
Then one of them says, “Oy.” 
Two seconds later, the one next to her says, “Oy, vey.” 
Then the third one looks at them and says:  
“Excuse me, I thought we agreed to not talk about the children!

Pragmatics

• What does the speaker mean? 

• What does the context tell us? 

• What is in between the lines? 

• How does distance affect communication?

Cooperative Principle?

HELP, SHARK!

Stupid human. 
He thinks I’ll help him? 

I’ll help myself to dinner!

Cooperative Principle

• The Father of Pragmatics, Paul Grice (1913-1988) 

• Cooperative Principle. 

• 協調 の原理｛きょうちょうのげんり｝ 

• The Four Maxims of Conversation.  

• 会話における四の公理｛こうり｝

4 Maxims

• 1  Maxim of Quantity 量の公理 

• The speaker gives just enough information.   

• 2  Maxim of Quality 質の公理 

• The speaker gives true information.



4 Maxims

• 3 Maxim of Relevance 関連性の公理 

• The speaker gives relevant information 

• 4  Maxim of Manner  様態の公理 

• The speaker is clear and orderly.  

Cooperative Principle

•  Listeners use it even when speakers break it.   

• A: What’s for dinner? 

• B: Billy is sick.   

• A: I see.  Let’s order pizza.  

4 Maxims

• How are speakers using the cooperative principle?   

• A: What’s for dinner? 

• B: Billy is sick.   

• A: I see.  Let’s order pizza.  

• Billy is the cook, or he likes Pizza... 
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A: Does your dog bite? 
B: No, my dog does not bite. 
A: Ouch!  You said it doesn’t bite! 
B: That’s not my dog. 

"

Cooperation and Non-cooperation

• Do we expect speakers to be informative, truthful, relevant, clear, 
unambiguous, brief, and orderly? 

• Do we expect speakers to be uninformative, untruthful, irrelevant, 
unclear, ambiguous, long-winded, and disorderly?

Uncooperative Principle

• Here are two professors greeting each other in the morning.  

• They are rivals.  

• A:  Good morning.   

• B:  Good morning.  

• (As B walks on, he thinks out loud. “I wonder what he meant by that?” 

Quiz Each Other

1. What are Grice’s 4 Maxims. 

1. Quantity: We give just enough info.  
2. Quality: We give true info.  

3. Relevance: We give relevant info.  

4. Manner: We give clear & orderly info. 

Frame

• What is a frame? 

• We use background knowledge to interpret speech. 

• This background knowledge is the “frame.” 

Radio broadcast by 
Orson Welles

People used a news frame while listening to a drama. Frame
• In Japan, people use slippers in church. 

•A: Hmm-mm.... 

• (stepping into the sanctuary) 

•B: Nice slippers! 

• (noticing funny red slippers, while everybody else 
has green ones) 

•A:  I’m sorry! 

• (seeing he made a mistake!)

Non Verbal Cues

A: How are you today? 
B: I’m fine. 

Non Verbal Cues

A: How are you today? 
B: PERFECT! 

Non Verbal Cues

• These last two slides show that 

• (A) tone of voice 

• (B) body language 

• Show the real pragmatic speaker meaning. 



Pragmatics

• Pragmatics takes us beyond word meaning.  

• It makes us aware of what creates meaning.  

• We can see how context, body language, and tone of voice affect meaning.  

• It highlights the importance of cooperation. 

Pragmatics

• In pragmatics we compare how different cultures use language and try to 
improve cross-cultural understanding. 


