SOME TERMINOLOGY FROM ENG412J: English Discourse and Pragmatics

(Use this terminology sheet to help in your studying, but note that it’s not a substitute for your notes or  for knowing all the terminology that comes from particular articles we read. Some of these definitions are for background terms that we needed to discuss the articles we read, and some of them are from discussions we had that built further on what the articles discussed.)
Linguistics:  The field that studies the nature and properties of language.  ( Something  that is “linguistic” is something that is about language.)
Language:  For the purposes of this class, and most linguistic studies, language is a form of communication (usually human ( ) that has a grammar, is arbitrary, and is creative and infinite in its ability to describe new things.  In other words, English, French, Swahili, Mandarin, etc.   
Pragmatics:    The aspect of linguistic knowledge that deals with the use of language in context.    (We actually discussed in class that this term, as well as “discourse,” is defined in several different, though related ways.  For example, we saw that some people would say pragmatics is about communication, not just about language.  Therefore, you will sometimes see the term “linguistic pragmatics” used to avoid confusion. )
Discourse:   Linguistic structure beyond the level of a single sentence (or a single “utterance”).  A conversation about Spring Break is one type of discourse.  Some people would say the study of discourse is a part of the study of pragmatics (characterizing  “discourse context” as one type of context), but others say pragmatic information is part of the information we use to build discourses.  In other words, you always have to stop to think about how people are using these words.
Sentence:   The highest level of linguistic structure built by syntax (ie, by what we traditionally think of as “grammar rules”, AKA syntactic rules.)   It has semantic meaning in an abstract sense, but it only gets its full meaning when it is “uttered” (writing counts as uttering )  in a context. 
Utterance:   Something that is said in a particular context.  The connection between a sentence and an utterance is a little bit fuzzy.   An utterance may not actually be a whole sentence (exs: “for delivery between 10am and 2pm,” “Nice pants”), but when a sentence is uttered in a context, it is generally then safe to examine that sentence as an utterance. 
Discourse entity:    A concrete or abstract “thing” (people, objects, ideas, events, etc.) that is one of the “things” that has come up in a discourse (eg, in a conversation, in an email message, and so on…)
Referring Expression:    The linguistic form that a speaker/writer uses to mention a discourse entity in an utterance.  It is usually, but not always, a noun phrase.
Reference:  The aspect of the meaning of a referring expression that has to do with the entities in the world it describes.
Referent:  The particular entity that a referring expression is intended to refer to in a particular utterance.
Noun Phrase (NP):  A syntactic structure that consists of at least one word, generally either a noun or a pronoun, possibly combined with other words to form a single description of something. ( Exs:  “ladies,” “them,” the lady,” “a little old lady with a big feather boa,”  “my new neighbor,” “that one”, etc.)  
Felicitous and infelicitous utterances:  An utterance is felicitous (ie., happy ( ) if its exact shape and meaning is appropriate for the context in which it is used. It is infelicitous (ie, unhappy)  if something is wrong with its form/meaning  in the particular context  even if it is grammatically okay and has a resolvable meaning in some general sense.   Austin talked about felicity conditions on a performative utterance, what he called  “conditions required for its performance,” such as having the ability to do the action (the hiring, the firing, the marrying, the promising, etc.), sincerity, etc.
Presupposition:  
A presupposition is information in a sentence that must be true before the truth of the sentence can be evaluated.  For example, a so-called “loaded question” like When did you stop dealing drugs?  cannot be answered in either a positive way or a negative way without accepting the presupposition (in this case, that you used to deal drugs.)      As another example, the sentence The Bengal tiger at the Harrisonburg Zoo ate a family of four  isn’t exactly false even though it conveys wrong information.  Instead,  its problem is that there is no Bengal tiger at the Harrisonburg Zoo and, in fact, there is no Harrisonburg Zoo.  Because of these untrue presuppositions, we have no animal for which we can evaluate whether it is true or false that it ate a family of four.  
Entailment:   A proposition is entailed by a sentence if that proposition has to be true whenever the proposition expressed by the sentence is true.  For example, Harvey ate something  is an entailment of  Harvey ate a goldfish. 
Implicature:   An implicature is information that a reasonable person will infer is most likely true though it is not directly expressed in a sentence, because it follows from some application of the cooperative principle.  For example, in most contexts, an implicature of the utterance Somebody likes Betty’s new haircut would be that most people don’t like Betty’s new haircut.   Implicatures are inferences and are “cancellable.”  A common method for canceling an implicature is the use of “in fact” with the opposite of the implicature:  Somebody likes Betty’s new haircut. IN FACT, everyone I asked said they think it looks great.    Notice that you cannot do this with entailments, which means it makes a good test for implicatures!    
Speech Acts:  The actions performed in saying something.
Locutionary Act:  The actual act of producing an utterance (also called the utterance’s “locutionary force”)
Illocutionary Act:  The intended effect of the utterance (also called the utterance’s “illocutionary force”)  


Exs:  to persuade, to inform, to deny, to request, to give permission, to thank, etc.

Perlocutionary Act: The actual effect of the utterance on an addressee, the response it evokes (also called the utterance’s “perlocutionary force”)  Exs:  persuaded, informed, angered, confused, etc.   or answered the question, closed the window, etc..    
