Register Journal UNIMED- Vol 13, No 4 (2024), pp. 27-37.
https://ejournal.unimed.ac.id/index.php/register/article/view/

P-ISSN: 2301-5233; E-ISSN: 2655-9854

Pragmatic Constraints on Syntactic Structures: A
Study of Contextual Meaning in English

Language Use

! Adinda Dea Nazhira, 2Nabila Zuhairya, *Laila Anum, *‘Gadis Anggun

Fitrah, SDeasy Yunita Siregar

Universitas Islam Negeri Sumatera Utara,

Indonesia, Medan

ARTICLE INFO

ABSTRACT

Article history:
Received

Accepted

Keywords:

Pragmatics

Syntax

English Language
Contextual Meaning
Language Use

Politeness

Cross-linguistic Perspectives
Language Education

This study investigates the interplay between pragmatic constraints
and syntactic structures in the English language, emphasizing how
context influences language use. Through a qualitative literature
review, the research highlights the significant role of pragmatic
considerations in shaping syntactic choices. Key findings reveal that
speakers modify their syntactic structures to fulfill communicative
goals, manage politeness, and emphasize information based on
contextual cues. Furthermore, the analysis examines cross-linguistic
perspectives, demonstrating the variability of these influences across
different languages. The implications of these findings extend to
language education, second language acquisition, and computational
linguistics. The study concludes with suggestions for future research
into the evolving dynamics of syntax and pragmatics in digital
communication.
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INTRODUCTION

In the realm of linguistics, the relationship between syntax and pragmatics has been
a subject of continuous exploration. Syntax, concerned with the structural rules governing
sentence formation, often interacts with pragmatics, which studies how context influences
language use and interpretation. The intricate connection between these two linguistic
branches becomes especially apparent when we examine how syntactic structures are often
shaped by pragmatic constraints. Understanding this interplay is crucial for comprehending
not just how sentences are formed but how they function in real-life communication.

One of the central issues in this interaction is that syntactic structures, while
governed by a set of grammatical rules, do not exist in isolation. They are inevitably
influenced by the context in which they are used, a phenomenon that can be seen across
various levels of discourse. A sentence that may be grammatically correct can sometimes
appear inappropriate or confusing if stripped of its pragmatic context. This highlights the
importance of considering how speakers choose specific syntactic forms based on the
conversational setting, the relationship between the interlocutors, and the intended meaning
behind their words.

Pragmatic constraints on syntax are especially evident when we look at phenomena
such as word order, ellipsis, and anaphora.  In English, for instance, while basic word order
is Subject-Verb-Object (SVO), deviations from this order can occur due to pragmatic
needs. For example, in topicalization, a particular part of the sentence is brought to the
forefront, altering the usual word order for emphasis or clarity. These deviations from the
syntactic norm are not errors but rather strategic choices influenced by the speaker's
intentions and the communicative context.

Moreover, certain syntactic structures become more or less appropriate depending
on the formality of the situation, the relationship between the speakers, and the level of
shared knowledge. A sentence that is perfectly acceptable in informal speech might be
deemed inappropriate in a formal written text. Similarly, the use of ellipsis, where certain
elements of a sentence are omitted, relies heavily on the assumption that the listener or reader
can infer the missing information based on context. These are examples of how pragmatics
imposes constraints on the syntactic choices available to a speaker.

The study of pragmatically constrained syntactic structures also sheds light on
politeness strategies and face-saving techniques in communication. For instance, English
speakers often use indirect speech acts, where the syntactic form does not directly
correspond to the intended meaning. A question like “Could you pass the salt?” is not merely
a request for information about the listener’s ability but an indirect way of making a polite
request. The choice of this syntactic structure is pragmatically motivated, ensuring the
speaker maintains politeness and minimizes potential face-threatening acts.
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Understanding how pragmatics influences syntax also involves examining how
different syntactic constructions can convey subtle differences in meaning. In English, active
and passive voice structures serve different pragmatic functions. While an active sentence
like “John broke the vase” highlights the agent of the action, a passive sentence such as “The
vase was broken” deflects attention from the agent, often for reasons of politeness, tact, or
focus. These choices are not arbitrary but are deeply embedded in the speaker's pragmatic
goals.

Contextual factors such as shared knowledge and presuppositions further influence
syntactic choices. When speakers assume that certain information is already known to their
interlocutors, they may omit it from their speech or use a more condensed syntactic structure.
In contrast, when new or unexpected information is being introduced, speakers, may
optimal  for more explicit syntactic forms to ensure clarity and comprehension. This
demonstrates the dynamic relationship between what is said and what is assumed to be
understood in communication.

Another interesting area where pragmatics constrains syntax is in the use of deixis
and reference. Pronouns, for example, rely heavily on the context to convey meaning. A
sentence like “She said it” can only be fully understood if the listener knows who “she”
refers to and what “it” signifies. This dependence on context highlights how syntax alone
cannot always provide complete meaning; pragmatic cues are essential for interpreting such
sentences.

In recent years, research in this field has expanded to include cross-linguistic
comparisons, investigating how different languages handle the interaction between syntax
and pragmatics. While English has relatively rigid word order rules, other languages may
allow more flexibility, giving speakers greater freedom to reorder elements based on
pragmatic considerations. This cross-linguistic perspective has enriched our understanding
of the universal principles and language-specific strategies that shape communication.

Furthermore, advancements in computational linguistics and natural language
processing (NLP) have underscored the importance of pragmatically constrained syntax.
When developing systems that aim to replicate human language use, such as chatbots or
translation tools, it becomes essential to incorporate pragmatic principles. These systems
must navigate not only the formal rules of syntax but also the contextual nuances that govern
how language is used in real-world situations. This challenge continues to push the
boundaries of both theoretical and applied linguistics.

Another domain where pragmatic constraints on syntax play a critical role is in
language acquisition. As children learn to speak, they not only acquire the syntactic rules of
their language but also the pragmatic norms that guide when and how to use certain
structures. Studies have shown that even young children are sensitive to these pragmatic
cues, adjusting their syntax in response to contextual factors such as the politeness demands
of a situation or the need to clarify ambiguous information.

In the realm of second language learning, pragmatic constraints can pose challenges
for learners who may be proficient in the syntactic rules of a language but struggle with the
pragmatic nuances that govern their use. This has important implications for language

REGISTER Journal English Language Teaching of FBS UNIMED, 13(4), 2024 29



teaching, suggesting that instruction should focus not only on grammatical correctness but
also on the appropriate use of syntactic structures in different communicative contexts.

The interaction between pragmatics and syntax has long been a topic of interest in
linguistic research. Early studies focused primarily on syntax as an independent system,
governed by formal rules that could be studied without reference to meaning or context.

Noam Chomsky's transformational-generative grammar (1957) exemplifies this
approach, where syntax is seen as a set of structural rules that generate grammatically correct
sentences. However, it soon became evident that syntactic structures could not be fully
understood without considering the context in which they are used. This shift in focus opened
the door to the exploration of how pragmatic constraints influence syntactic choices.

Pragmatics, as introduced by scholars like Paul Grice (1975), broadened the
understanding of language beyond structural rules, emphasizing the role of context, speaker
intentions, and conversational maxims in shaping language use. Grice's theory of
implicature, which posits that meaning often extends beyond the literal interpretation of
sentences, revealed how speakers frequently deviate from syntactic norms to adhere to
conversational goals. This understanding helped to bridge the gap between syntax and
pragmatics, illustrating that syntax often bends to accommodate the needs of communication.

Another significant development came with the exploration of speech acts,
introduced by John Searle (1969) and further developed in later research. Speech act theory
demonstrated that language functions on multiple levels—its syntactic form, its literal
meaning, and its intended pragmatic function. For instance, a syntactically declarative
sentence like "It's cold in here" can function pragmatically as a request to close a window,
depending on the context. This insight further highlighted the importance of pragmatics in
shaping syntactic structure.

Research on word order variation, particularly in English, has also demonstrated the
influence of pragmatics on syntax. While the default word order in English is SVO (Subject-
Verb-Object), deviations occur frequently, influenced by the informational structure of
discourse. Studies on topicalization and focus movement (e.g., Gundel, 1988) show that
speakers rearrange sentence elements to foreground important information or respond to a
listener's needs. These variations are not merely stylistic but are motivated by pragmatic
factors, such as ensuring clarity or maintaining conversational coherence.

The use of passive constructions in English has been extensively studied as another
area where syntax and pragmatics intersect. Quirk et al. (1985) describe the passive as a tool
for shifting focus away from the agent of an action, often used to maintain politeness or
avoid assigning blame. This pragmatic function of the passive voice underscores how
syntactic choices are influenced by interpersonal considerations. Politeness theory,
developed by Brown and Levinson (1987), further elaborates on how syntactic structures are
employed strategically to manage face-threatening acts.

The study of ellipsis also provides insight into the pragmatic constraints on syntax.
Ellipsis refers to the omission of certain elements of a sentence when they can be inferred
from the context. Research by Levinson (2000) demonstrates that ellipsis relies heavily on
shared knowledge between speakers and listeners, making it a pragmatically motivated
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syntactic phenomenon. The use of ellipsis not only economizes language but also signals a
level of mutual understanding, which is essential for smooth communication.

Anaphora and deixis are additional examples of syntactic structures that are heavily
dependent on pragmatic context. Anaphora refers to the use of pronouns or other referring
expressions whose meaning is derived from prior discourse. Ariel (1990) explores how the
use of anaphoric expressions requires speakers to balance between syntactic economy and
pragmatic clarity. Deictic expressions, such as "here" and "there," similarly rely on the
listener's ability to interpret their meaning based on the immediate context, further
exemplifying the interplay between syntax and pragmatics.

Cross-linguistic research has expanded the understanding of how different languages
handle the interaction between syntax and pragmatics. In languages with freer word order,
such as Russian or Japanese, pragmatically driven word order changes are more frequent
and flexible compared to English. The work of Lambrecht (1994) on information structure
across languages shows that while syntactic rules vary, the pragmatic need to highlight given
or new information influences word order universally. This research has demonstrated that
pragmatic constraints are a common factor shaping syntactic choices across languages.

Another important area of study is the role of pragmatics in language acquisition.
Research by Tomasello (2003) suggests that children learn not only the syntactic rules of
their language but also how to use those rules in contextually appropriate ways. As children
develop, they become more adept at using pragmatic cues to guide their syntactic choices,
such as knowing when to use ellipsis or anaphora to refer back to previously mentioned
entities. This research indicates that syntax and pragmatics are deeply intertwined from the
earliest stages of language development.

The study of pragmatic constraints on syntax has also found application in second
language acquisition. Learners of a second language often struggle not only with mastering
its syntactic rules but also with understanding how to use those rules pragmatically. Bardovi-
Harlig (1999) has shown that advanced learners of English, for example, may produce
grammatically correct sentences that are pragmatically inappropriate in certain contexts.
This points to the need for language teaching to include pragmatic competence as an integral
part of language learning.

Recent developments in computational linguistics and NLP have further emphasized
the importance of pragmatic constraints on syntactic structures. In designing artificial
systems capable of understanding and generating human language, researchers have found
that syntax alone is insufficient. Systems must also account for the pragmatics of language
use to produce contextually appropriate responses. Studies by Jurafsky and Martin (2008)
have demonstrated that incorporating pragmatic principles into algorithms improves the
performance of machine translation and chatbot systems, making them more effective in
real-world communication scenarios.

Cognitive linguistics has also contributed to the study of pragmatics and syntax,
particularly through the work of scholars such as George Lakoff (1987). Cognitive
approaches emphasize that language is grounded in human experience, with syntax and
pragmatics reflecting broader cognitive patterns. This perspective has opened new avenues
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for understanding how pragmatic factors, such as metaphor and framing, influence syntactic
choices. Lakoff’s work suggests that syntax is not just a formal system but one that is shaped
by the way humans perceive and interact with the world.

In recent years, the intersection of pragmatics, syntax, and discourse analysis has
become arich field of inquiry. Discourse analysts like Deborah Tannen (1989) have explored
how conversational strategies, such as turn-taking and topic management, affect syntactic
choices. In everyday conversation, speakers constantly adjust their syntax to accommodate
the flow of dialogue, ensuring that their contributions are relevant and appropriately
structured. This ongoing adjustment highlights the dynamic nature of Data Colleting syntax
as it responds to pragmatic needs in real-time interaction.

Overall, the body of research on pragmatic constraints on syntactic structures has
provided a comprehensive understanding of how syntax and pragmatics are intertwined.
Studies across various languages, domains, and theoretical perspectives have demonstrated
that syntactic structures cannot be fully understood without reference to the pragmatic
contexts in which they are used. This growing body of literature continues to evolve, offering
new insights into the complex relationship between the form and function of language.

METHOD

The research methodology employed in this study follows a qualitative approach,
specifically utilizing a comprehensive literature review to explore the interaction between
pragmatic constraints and syntactic structures in English language use. This approach is
deemed appropriate as it allows for an in-depth analysis of existing theoretical and empirical
studies, offering a synthesis of diverse perspectives without the need for primary data
collection. The following sections describe the research design, data collection process, data
analysis methods, and ethical considerations that guide this study.

A. Collecting Data

The data for this qualitative literature The is drawn from academic journals, books,
conference papers, and other scholarly publications that focus on linguistics, syntax,
pragmatics, and related fields. Sources were identified through review electronic
databases such as Google Scholar, JSTOR, and Wiley Online Library. The selection
criteria for the literature included:

1. Relevance: Only studies directly related to the interaction of syntax and pragmatics,
especially focusing on pragmatic constraints influencing syntactic choices, were
included. Research on related topics such as speech acts, word order variation, and
politeness strategies was also considered relevant.

2. Date of Publication: Both foundational texts and recent studies published within the
last two decades were prioritized to ensure the inclusion of both established and
emerging perspectives. However, seminal works predating this period (e.g., by Noam
Chomsky, Paul Grice, and John Searle) were included due to their foundational
contributions to the field.

3. Academic Credibility: The sources were selected from peer-reviewed journals,
reputable academic publishers, and conference proceedings to ensure the reliability and
scholarly value of the data.

4. Diversity of Perspectives: A conscious effort was made to include a wide range of
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theoretical and empirical studies from different linguistic traditions and frameworks to
provide a comprehensive understanding of the topic.
B. Data Analysis Method

The qualitative data collected through the literature review was analyzed using thematic
analysis. Thematic analysis is a method that allows the identification of key themes,
concepts, and patterns within the data. The following steps were undertaken in this process:

1. Familiarization with the Data: An initial reading and review of the selected literature
was conducted to gain an overview of the existing research landscape. This step
involved making notes on recurring ideas, important theories, and key findings in
each source.

2. Coding: The next step involved coding the literature, where specific sections of the
texts were labeled based on recurring themes. These codes were then grouped into
broader categories, such as “pragmatic influence on word order,” “politeness and
syntactic choice,” and “cross-linguistic perspectives on syntax and pragmatics.

3. Theme Development: After coding the data, broader themes were identified that
captured the essence of the research findings. For example, themes such as
"pragmatic motivations behind passive constructions" and "ellipsis as a pragmatically
driven syntactic phenomenon" were developed based on the coded data.

4. Synthesis: The final step involved synthesizing the themes to draw conclusions about
the relationship between pragmatic constraints and syntactic structures. This
synthesis aimed to identify patterns across different studies, highlight areas of
agreement or debate, and offer new insights or propositions based on the literature.

C. Reliability and Validity

To ensure the reliability and validity of this qualitative were employed several

strategies:

1. Tringulation: By including multiple sources from various linguistic subfields and
theoretical perspectives, the research minimizes bias and ensures that the findings
are not limited to a single viewpoint. This approach enhances the credibility of the
analysis by cross-referencing different studies.

2. Transparency: The criteria for selecting and analyzing the literature were clearly
defined, ensuring that the process is transparent and replicable. This adds to the
methodological rigor of the study.

3. Peer-reviewed Sources: The reliance on peer-reviewed academic sources ensures
that the data is credible, reliable, and grounded in rigorous academic research.

FINDINGS

The analysis of literature on the influence of pragmatic constraints on syntactic
structures in the English language reveals several key findings that demonstrate the intricate
relationship between syntax and pragmatics. These findings not only highlight how
contextual factors shape syntactic choices but also illustrate the importance of understanding
language use in real-world contexts. This section will discuss the primary results derived
from the literature review and their implications for our understanding of linguistic
structures.

The first significant finding is that syntactic structures in English are often modified
to accommodate pragmatic needs, reflecting the principle of relevance in communication.
Studies have shown that speakers frequently alter their syntax to emphasize certain
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information or maintain coherence in discourse. For instance, topicalization—where a
specific element of a sentence is brought to the front serves to highlight important
information, allowing speakers to manage the listener's focus effectively. This modification
of structure is not merely a matter of stylistic choice but is deeply rooted in the speaker's
intention to convey meaning clearly and efficiently.

Another key observation is the role of politeness strategies in shaping syntactic
forms. Research by Brown and Levinson (1987) indicates that speakers often manipulate
syntactic structures to adhere to social norms of politeness. For instance, the use of indirect
requests, such as "Could you please pass the salt?" instead of the direct command "Pass the
salt," showcases how pragmatic considerations influence syntactic choices. This adaptation
not only helps to mitigate potential face threats but also reflects the speaker's awareness of
the social context, emphasizing the interplay between syntax and interpersonal dynamics.

Furthermore, the literature reveals that the passive voice is frequently employed in
contexts where the speaker wishes to downplay agency or responsibility. For example, the
sentence "The book was read by many students" focuses on the action rather than the doer,
effectively shifting the attention away from the agent. This syntactic choice is often driven
by pragmatic factors, such as the desire to avoid blame or maintain neutrality in discourse.
The use of passive constructions illustrates how syntactic forms can be tailored to suit
specific communicative goals, further underscoring the influence of pragmatics on syntax.

DISCUSSION

The analysis also highlighted the significance of ellipsis as a syntactic phenomenon
influenced by pragmatic context. Ellipsis allows speakers to omit information that can be
inferred from the context, making communication more efficient. For example, in the
dialogue "Are you coming to the party?" "I am" can be shortened to "Am," omitting the
subject and auxiliary verb. This pragmatic strategy not only economizes language but also
relies on shared knowledge between speakers and listeners, illustrating the necessity of
context in understanding syntactic choices.

In addition, the findings demonstrate that anaphora and deixis are syntactic elements
that are heavily dependent on the speaker's pragmatic context. Anaphoric expressions, such
as pronouns, refer back to previously mentioned entities, relying on the listener's ability to
infer meaning from prior discourse. For instance, in the sentence "Alice went to the store.
She bought some milk," the pronoun "she" draws its meaning from the context established
in the first sentence. This reliance on context highlights how syntactic choices are shaped by
pragmatic factors, making the study of language use more complex.

Cross-linguistic perspectives further enhance our understanding of how pragmatic
constraints influence syntax. Research indicates that while English follows a relatively
rigid syntactic structure (SVO), other languages, such as Japanese or Russian, exhibit
greater flexibility in word order. This flexibility allows speakers of these languages to
manipulate syntax more freely based on pragmatic needs, such as emphasizing new
information or maintaining coherence in discourse. The comparison between languages
underscores the universality of pragmatic constraints in shaping syntactic choices,
revealing a common thread across linguistic systems.
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Another interesting finding pertains to the implications of language acquisition and
pragmatic competence. Studies suggest that children not only learn the syntactic rules of
their language but also develop an understanding of how to use these rules effectively in
context. For example, as children grow, they become more adept at employing pragmatic
cues to navigate conversational dynamics, adjusting their syntactic choices to fit the social
context. This relationship between syntax and pragmatics highlights the importance of
fostering both syntactic and pragmatic awareness in language education.

Moreover, the implications of pragmatic constraints on syntax extend to second
language acquisition. Research shows that learners often produce grammatically correct
sentences that lack pragmatic appropriateness in certain contexts. For instance, a non-native
speaker may struggle to use indirect requests effectively, leading to misunderstandings.

This finding suggests that language instruction must emphasize not only the
grammatical aspects of a language but also its pragmatic use, enabling learners to
communicate more effectively and navigate social interactions. Furthermore, the findings
emphasize the importance of contextual awareness in everyday communication. Speakers
continuously adjust their syntactic structures based on the social dynamics of a conversation,
demonstrating a keen awareness of their interlocutors' needs and expectations. This
adaptability in language use reflects a deeper understanding of the interplay between syntax
and pragmatics, as speakers navigate the complexities of social interaction through their
choice of words and structures.

The literature also reveals areas for future research, particularly concerning the
influence of digital communication on syntactic choices. With the rise of social media and
instant messaging, language use has evolved, often prioritizing brevity and immediacy over
traditional syntactic structures. This shift raises questions about how pragmatic constraints
are negotiated in digital contexts, particularly among younger generations who are adapting
to new communication norms. Investigating these trends will be essential for understanding
the evolving nature of syntax and pragmatics in contemporary language use.

Finally, the results of this literature review underscore the necessity of
interdisciplinary approaches in linguistic research. By integrating insights from pragmatics,
syntax, discourse analysis, and computational linguistics, researchers can develop a more
comprehensive understanding of language use. This holistic perspective allows for the
exploration of the multifaceted relationship between form and meaning, shedding light on
the complexities of human communication.

In conclusion, the results of this study highlight the profound impact of pragmatic
constraints on syntactic structures in English. The interplay between syntax and pragmatics
is evident across various linguistic phenomena, demonstrating that language is not only a
system of rules but also a dynamic tool for communication shaped by context and social
interaction. Understanding these complexities is crucial for linguists, educators, and
practitioners as they navigate the intricacies of language use in diverse settings.

CONCLUSION

In conclusion, this study underscores the intricate and dynamic relationship between
pragmatic constraints and syntactic structures in the English language. Through a
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comprehensive literature review, it has been established that syntax is not merely a set of
rigid grammatical rules; rather, it is deeply influenced by the pragmatic context in which
language is used. The findings illustrate how speakers adapt their syntactic choices based
on various factors, such as the need for politeness, the emphasis on specific information, and
the shared knowledge between interlocutors.

The evidence gathered from various studies highlights several key aspects of this
relationship. For instance, syntactic structures are often modified to fulfill communicative
goals, demonstrating the principle of relevance. The use of strategies like topicalization,
indirect requests, and passive voice exemplifies how pragmatic considerations shape
syntactic forms to align with the speaker's intentions. Moreover, phenomena such as ellipsis
and anaphora reveal the extent to which syntax relies on contextual cues, emphasizing the
interdependence of syntactic choices and pragmatic meaning.

Additionally, the exploration of cross-linguistic perspectives further enriches our
understanding of how different languages navigate the syntax-pragmatics interface. The
flexibility observed in languages other than English suggests that while there are universal
principles at play, the specific ways in which syntax is influenced by pragmatics can vary
significantly across linguistic systems. This insight calls for more extensive research into the
role of pragmatics in syntax across diverse languages.

The implications of this study extend beyond theoretical linguistics. They are
particularly relevant in the fields of language education, second language acquisition, and
computational linguistics. Educators must emphasize both grammatical accuracy and
pragmatic appropriateness in language instruction, enabling learners to navigate real-world
communication effectively. Furthermore, advancements in natural language processing
highlight the need for algorithms that incorporate pragmatic principles t0 enhance
machine understanding and generation of human language.

Future research should continue to explore the nuances of the syntax-pragmatics
relationship, particularly in the context of digital communication, where language use is
rapidly evolving. Investigating how pragmatic constraints operate in online interactions will
provide valuable insights into contemporary language practices and the ongoing
transformation of communication norms.

In summary, understanding the interplay between pragmatic constraints and
syntactic structures is essential for a comprehensive grasp of language use. This study not
only contributes to the existing body of knowledge but also invites further inquiry into the
complexities of human communication, fostering a deeper appreciation for the richness of
linguistic interactions. As we continue to unravel the intricacies of syntax and pragmatics,
we can better understand the fundamental nature of language as a tool for effective
communication in an ever-changing world.
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