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12 Cooperative Principle: Make your 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.

* Quantity: Make your contribution as informative as is required for the current purpose
of the exchange. Do not make your contribution more informative than is
required.

Quality: Do not say what you believe to be false. Do not say that for which you lack
adequate evidence.

Relation: Be relevant.

Manner: Avoid obscurity of expression. Avoid ambiguity. Be brief. Be orderly.
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How Does Chinese Homonym Work :
The Close Interrelationship of Semantics and Pragmatics

Shang-yi, Tsai

National Tsing Hua University

Abstract

Homonym, the lexical items that have the same form (homograph) or
pronunciation (homophone) but differ in meaning, has remained a unique and
popular means of communication throughout Chinese history. In the recent past,
Chinese homonym has grown so prevalent that it can be seen in a great number of
headlines, signboards, advertisements, etc. In this study, we find that though full of
fun and humor, speakers/writers communicating with Chinese homonym are at the
same time running the risk of failing to transmit the very information aimed to be
received by the hearers/readers. That is because homonymic items, especially
modern ones, convey meanings in somewhat special ways. First, they are often
used to replace one or more words in existent idioms and then form new idioms or
phrases with novel internal structure. Second, the new structure thus formed
conveys multi-fold meanings, i.e. the literal meaning of the homonymic item, the
meaning of the original idiom, and the speaker’s communicative intention — force.
As a result, not only are inexperienced readers/hearers often confused about the
strange syntactic make-up at the first sight of the homonymic construction, but
also have to spend more time than usual working out the true meaning or intention
of the speakers/writers. Luckily, the four conversational maxims and the
Cooperative Principle introduced by H. P. Grice work to help homonymic
readers/hearers to believe in what they have seen/heard and to get from what is
said to what is meant. What is worth noting is that homonymic items rely greatly
on visual cues, such as bold-faced or italic printing, meant to attract readers’
attention. Moreover, they need proper co-texts and other contextual elements to

help readers/hearers reach the final goal of making the right meaning. All these
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serve as the best proof of the close interrelationship between semantics and

pragmatics.

Key words: homonym, homophone, homograph, idiom, Cooperative Principle,

maxims of conversation, co-text, context, pragmatics, semantics
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