Pragmatik : Jurnal Rumpun Ilmu Bahasa dan Pendidikan

Volume. 3 Nomor. 1 Tahun 2025

e-ISSN: 3026-4359; dan p-ISSN: 3026-4367; Hal 126-135

DOI: https://doi.org/10.61132 /pragmatik.v3il1.1269

Available Online at: https: //iournal.asnirasi.or.id/index.DhD/Pragmatik

The Role of Context in Pragmatic Interpretation

Nazeeva Yusrina 1", Tazkiya Aulia Ibriza 2, Hikmah Lubis 3, Sakinah Azzahra 4,
Deasy Yunita Siregar °
12345 FITK/TBI, Universitas Islam Negeri Sumatera Utara, Indonesia
nazeevayusrina5@gmail.com %, tazkiyaauliaibriza25@gmail.com ?,
hikmahlubis2004@gmail.com 3, sazzahraa2442@gmail.com 4, deaasyyunita@uinsu.ac.id °

Alamat Kampus: jl William Iskandar Ps. VV, Medan Estate, Kec. Percut Sei Tuan
Korespondensi penulis: nazeevayusrinab@gmail.com

Abstract. This research investigates the role of context in pragmatic interpretation, focusing on how context
influences the understanding of meaning in communication. By examining various aspects such as implicature,
deixis, presuppositions, and speech acts, the study highlights how speakers and listeners navigate meaning
through contextual clues. The research employs a qualitative approach, gathering data from real-life interactions,
including interviews and observations. Findings reveal that context is not just a passive backdrop but an active
participant in shaping meaning, particularly in intercultural communication. This study emphasizes the dynamic
nature of context and its indispensable role in pragmatic interpretation, offering insights for language teaching,
intercultural communication, and artificial intelligence applications.
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Abstrak. Penelitian ini menyelidiki peran konteks dalam interpretasi pragmatik, dengan fokus pada bagaimana
konteks mempengaruhi pemahaman makna dalam komunikasi. Dengan menganalisis berbagai aspek seperti
implikatur, deixis, presuposisi, dan tindak tutur, studi ini menyoroti bagaimana pembicara dan pendengar
menavigasi makna melalui petunjuk konteks. Penelitian ini menggunakan pendekatan kualitatif, mengumpulkan
data dari interaksi kehidupan nyata, termasuk wawancara dan observasi. Temuan menunjukkan bahwa konteks
bukan hanya latar belakang pasif, tetapi bagian aktif dalam membentuk makna, terutama dalam komunikasi
antarbudaya. Penelitian ini menekankan sifat dinamis konteks dan perannya yang tak tergantikan dalam
interpretasi pragmatik, serta memberikan wawasan untuk pengajaran bahasa, komunikasi antarbudaya, dan
aplikasi kecerdasan buatan.

Kata kunci: Konteks, Pragmatik, Implikatur, Deixis

1. INTRODUCTION

According to Jiangli Su (2021), pragmatics primarily focuses on how language is used
within specific contexts. Pragmatics, as a subfield of linguistics, explores how meaning is
derived not only from linguistic forms but also from the interplay of context, speaker intent,
and listener interpretation (Levinson, 1983). Context plays a pivotal role in shaping how
utterances are understood, transcending mere literal meanings to uncover nuanced, implicit
messages. This study focuses on the intricate relationship between context and pragmatic
interpretation, emphasizing the diverse mechanisms through which meaning is negotiated
and inferred in communication (Yule, 1996).

Pragmatics, as a branch of linguistics, encompasses diverse approaches to studying
language use. According to Batubara (2020), some scholars adopt a cognitive perspective,

focusing on the constraints that influence how listeners interpret relevant meanings in
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communication. In contrast, others emphasize a social perspective, examining the social
factors that shape speaker intent and meaning.

The research aims to provide a comprehensive analysis of how context influences
pragmatic interpretation, highlighting its crucial role in various linguistic phenomena such
as implicature, deixis, presupposition, and speech acts (Grice, 1975). By examining these
phenomena, the study seeks to demonstrate the multifaceted nature of pragmatic meaning-
making and the indispensable function of context. This exploration bridges theoretical
insights and real-world applications, contributing to a deeper understanding of pragmatic
theory and its practical relevance (Sperber & Wilson, 1986).

The motivation behind this research lies in addressing gaps in existing literature
concerning the systematic analysis of context in pragmatics. While previous studies have
highlighted the importance of context, many have treated it as a static backdrop rather than
an active, dynamic component of meaning-making (Mey, 2001). This study seeks to
challenge and expand these views by emphasizing context’s fluidity and its active
interaction with linguistic and extralinguistic elements in communication (Thomas, 1995).

One of the key novelties of this research is its multidimensional approach to
understanding context. Unlike traditional analyses that focus solely on linguistic elements,
this study incorporates sociocultural, cognitive, and situational dimensions to provide a
holistic perspective on pragmatic interpretation (Clark, 1996). This approach allows for a
more nuanced understanding of how speakers and listeners co-construct meaning,
accommodating diverse communicative scenarios and cultural variations (Kasper & Rose,
2001).

In addition, this research contributes to the growing field of pragmatics by offering
empirical evidence from both naturalistic and experimental data. By integrating qualitative
and quantitative methodologies, the study not only enriches theoretical discussions but also
provides practical insights that can inform fields such as language teaching, intercultural
communication, and artificial intelligence (Yule, 1996). This dual focus on theory and
application underscores the study’s relevance in contemporary linguistic research.

The investigation also addresses critical questions regarding the boundaries of context.
How do speakers select relevant contextual cues? To what extent do listeners rely on shared
knowledge or personal inference to interpret meaning? By delving into these questions, the
study aims to shed light on the cognitive and interactional processes underpinning pragmatic
interpretation (Sperber & Wilson, 1986). This will contribute to a more detailed

understanding of human communication dynamics.
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Ultimately, the research seeks to redefine the role of context in pragmatics, proposing
a model that integrates its dynamic, multidimensional nature into the analysis of language
use. By doing so, it aspires to offer a fresh perspective that enhances both theoretical and
practical insights into communication (Levinson, 1983). This innovative approach not only
fills existing gaps but also lays the groundwork for future research in this rapidly evolving
field.

. LITERATURE REVIEW

Pragmatic interpretation has long been a topic of interest in linguistic research, as it
focuses on the interface between language structure, speaker intent, and contextual
influence. Scholars such as Bach and Harnish (1979) have argued that understanding
utterances goes beyond literal meaning and involves recognizing communicative intentions.
They emphasize the inferential processes by which hearers derive speaker meaning,
highlighting the critical role of context. This foundational work has paved the way for more
nuanced explorations of how context operates in diverse communicative scenarios.

Based on Nurdiana (2019), achieving effective communication is a key goal in
language learning. In the context of English language teaching (ELT), educators are
encouraged to explore strategies to achieve this goal. One approach is by incorporating an
understanding of pragmatics into ELT materials. Pragmatic meaning refers to the
interpretation of an utterance based on context, which varies according to different
perspectives. This study examines the definitions and types of context used to interpret
pragmatic meaning (Pranowo, 2020). Similarly, Santosa, Fauziati, and Supriyadi (2020)
argued, pragmatic analysis examines not only linguistic forms but also the meaning and
context of utterances, considering physical, social, and situational factors.

One of the central aspects of pragmatic interpretation is implicature, a concept
introduced by Grice (1975) in his theory of conversational maxims. Implicature
demonstrates how speakers convey additional meaning indirectly through adherence to or
flouting of conversational norms. Subsequent studies, such as those by Carston (2002), have
expanded on Grice’s ideas, proposing that context dynamically interacts with linguistic
input to shape implicatures. Carston’s work highlights the cognitive processes underpinning
pragmatic inference, linking it to broader theories of human cognition.

Deixis, another key area of pragmatic research, also underscores the importance of
context. Levinson (2004) discusses how deictic expressions such as "this," "that," "here,"

and "now" rely heavily on situational and discourse contexts for interpretation. These
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expressions serve as linguistic tools that anchor communication in shared spatial, temporal,
or personal references. Studies by Fillmore (1997) delve further into the sociocultural
aspects of deixis, illustrating how cultural conventions influence deictic usage and
understanding.

Presuppositions, a fundamental concept in semantics and pragmatics, are also deeply
intertwined with context. Stalnaker (1978) posits that presuppositions represent background
assumptions shared by interlocutors, which form the basis for meaningful exchanges. More
recent research by Beaver and Geurts (2012) expands on this idea, exploring how
presuppositions can both shape and be shaped by the evolving context of discourse. This
interplay between context and presupposition highlights the dynamic nature of
communication.

Another critical area of study is the role of context in speech acts. Austin (1962) and
Searle (1969) laid the groundwork for understanding how utterances perform actions, such
as making promises or issuing commands. More contemporary research, such as that by
Culpeper and Haugh (2014), examines how the contextual framing of speech acts affects
their interpretation and impact. This work underscores the variability of speech act
realization across cultural and social contexts.

The relationship between context and pragmatics has also been explored in
computational linguistics, particularly in the development of natural language processing
(NLP) systems. Jurafsky and Martin (2023) emphasize the importance of contextual
understanding in training NLP models to interpret pragmatic nuances. They argue that
integrating pragmatic theories into computational frameworks enhances machines’ ability
to process implicit meanings and conversational subtleties, bridging the gap between human
and machine communication.

Overall, the literature reveals that context is not a static backdrop but an active
participant in meaning-making processes. Studies such as those by Huang (2014) highlight
the multi-layered nature of context, which encompasses linguistic, cognitive, sociocultural,
and situational dimensions. This comprehensive understanding of context has significant
implications for fields such as intercultural communication, language teaching, and artificial
intelligence. As research continues to evolve, the interplay between context and pragmatic
interpretation remains a central focus in the quest to unravel the complexities of human

communication.
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3. RESEARCH METHOD

This study employs a qualitative approach to explore the role of context in pragmatic
interpretation. Data were collected through direct observation of linguistic interactions in
various real-life communication settings, such as informal conversations, group discussions,
and formal presentations (Creswell, 2014). These observations focused on language use,
including deixis, implicatures, presuppositions, and speech acts, as well as contextual
elements influencing meaning interpretation (Leech, 1983). Additionally, interviews with
participants were conducted to gain insights into their perspectives on how context shapes
communication processes (Silverman, 2013).

The primary instruments used in this research include field notes, audio recorders, and
video recorders. Field notes were utilized to document contextual details that might not be
captured by recording devices, such as facial expressions, gestures, and environmental cues
(Bernard, 2017). Audio recorders were employed to capture linguistic details, including
intonation and prosodic patterns, while video recorders allowed for the observation of non-
verbal interactions that complement the analysis of context (Bryman, 2016). Data from
interviews were audio-recorded to ensure accuracy during transcription and analysis.

Data analysis followed a thematic approach, beginning with transcription of recorded
interactions and interviews (Braun & Clarke, 2006). Transcriptions were coded to identify
recurring patterns related to the role of context in pragmatic phenomena. This process
involved analyzing linguistic features alongside contextual factors, such as social roles,
cultural norms, and situational cues. Themes emerging from the data were compared and
contrasted across different communication settings to uncover underlying principles of
context-dependent meaning-making (Flick, 2018).

To ensure the validity of the data, the study employed triangulation by comparing
findings from different sources, such as observational data, interview responses, and
recorded interactions (Patton, 2002). Member checking was also conducted by sharing
preliminary findings with participants to confirm the accuracy and credibility of the
interpretations. Furthermore, inter-coder reliability was assessed by involving multiple
researchers in the coding process to reduce subjectivity and enhance the robustness of the
analysis (Guba & Lincoln, 1989).

The study was designed to observe real-world contexts where pragmatic interpretation
naturally occurs. By analyzing authentic interactions and incorporating participants’
reflections, the research provides a comprehensive understanding of how context actively

shapes meaning in communication. This methodological approach ensures the findings are
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grounded in real-life linguistic practices, offering both theoretical insights and practical

applications (Hammersley & Atkinson, 2007).

4. RESULTS AND DISCUSSION

The analysis revealed that context plays a dynamic and indispensable role in pragmatic
interpretation, influencing how meaning is constructed and understood in communication.
Observations from various settings showed that participants heavily relied on contextual
cues to interpret utterances, particularly in cases where explicit linguistic information was
insufficient. For example, in one informal conversation, a speaker’s use of the phrase “Can
you pass that?” was interpreted correctly as a request for a nearby book only because the
speaker pointed to the book, demonstrating the significance of deictic elements in guiding
interpretation.

Implicatures were another focal point of this study, and the findings underscored the
critical role of shared knowledge and conversational context in generating and interpreting
them. In a group discussion, a participant commented, “It’s getting chilly in here,” which
was promptly followed by another participant closing the window. The implicature that the
speaker was indirectly requesting the window to be closed was derived from contextual
clues such as the room’s temperature and the lack of direct instruction. This supports Grice’s
(1975) theory of conversational implicatures and highlights how pragmatic meaning is co-
constructed by speaker and listener.

The study also highlighted the fluid nature of presuppositions in communication. In a
formal presentation, the speaker’s statement, “As you already know, this project started two
years ago,” assumed shared knowledge among the audience about the project timeline.
However, interviews revealed that some listeners were unaware of this fact but chose not to
challenge the presupposition, adapting their interpretation based on the broader discourse
context. This aligns with Stalnaker’s (1978) perspective that presuppositions often evolve
dynamically during interaction.

Context was found to shape the interpretation of speech acts significantly, especially
in intercultural settings. For instance, during a business negotiation, a polite offer phrased
as “Would you like to consider this proposal further?”” was understood as a subtle directive
rather than a mere suggestion. Interviews with participants from different cultural
backgrounds revealed varying interpretations of such speech acts, influenced by their
cultural norms regarding politeness and hierarchy. This finding supports Culpeper and

Haugh’s (2014) view that context mediates the realization and perception of speech acts.
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The role of non-verbal context was particularly evident in deixis. In an observed
classroom discussion, a teacher pointed to a diagram on the board while saying, “This
process is crucial.” The deictic term “this” was understood correctly due to the gesture
accompanying the speech. However, when the teacher’s gesture was unclear or absent,
students interpreted the statement more ambiguously, underscoring the importance of
multimodal context in pragmatic interpretation.

The interview data further emphasized the cognitive effort required to process
contextual cues in real time. Participants noted that interpreting indirect speech acts or
implicatures often involved inferring the speaker’s intentions based on limited information.
For example, in one scenario, a participant misunderstood the indirect request “Do you
know where the keys are?” as a rhetorical question rather than a genuine inquiry, which
caused a brief communication breakdown. This highlights the variability in listeners’
abilities to decode context-dependent meanings.

In addition to observational findings, thematic analysis of interview responses
revealed participants’ perceptions of context as an active, dynamic component of
communication. Most participants agreed that shared experiences and cultural norms
significantly influenced their ability to understand utterances correctly. For instance, one
participant explained that certain jokes or idiomatic expressions made sense only when
shared cultural references were available, illustrating the sociocultural dimension of context
in pragmatic interpretation.

The study also uncovered challenges in communication where contextual cues were
misinterpreted or absent. In one workplace interaction, a speaker’s sarcastic comment was
taken literally by a colleague unfamiliar with the speaker’s usual tone, leading to confusion.
This aligns with Carston’s (2002) view that misalignment of contextual assumptions can
disrupt effective communication, emphasizing the importance of shared understanding in
mitigating such issues.

Interestingly, technological communication presented unique challenges.
Observations of text-based exchanges, such as emails and chat messages, revealed that the
lack of immediate contextual feedback often led to ambiguity. For example, in one email,
the phrase “Let’s revisit this next week” was interpreted differently by recipients, with some
assuming it implied a delay and others viewing it as a plan for further discussion. This
finding highlights the constraints of asynchronous communication in conveying pragmatic

nuances.
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Overall, the study demonstrates that context is not a static backdrop but an active
participant in shaping pragmatic interpretation. The findings reinforce the multidimensional
nature of context, encompassing linguistic, cognitive, and sociocultural dimensions.
Observations and interviews confirmed that speakers and listeners co-construct meaning
through continuous negotiation, relying on both explicit and implicit contextual cues.

The implications of this study are broad, extending to language teaching, intercultural
communication, and technological interactions. For instance, language educators can
incorporate context-rich scenarios in teaching pragmatics to help learners navigate real-
world communication challenges. Additionally, developers of artificial intelligence systems
can use these insights to enhance the contextual understanding capabilities of natural

language processing models, bridging the gap between human and machine communication.

5. CONCLUSION

This study concludes that context plays an essential and dynamic role in pragmatic
interpretation, deeply influencing how meaning is derived from utterances in real-world
communication. The findings highlight that speakers and listeners rely on both explicit
linguistic cues and implicit contextual factors such as shared knowledge, social roles, and
environmental signals to interpret meaning accurately. The role of deixis, implicature,
presuppositions, and speech acts was particularly evident in the observations, where
participants often used contextual cues to navigate indirect meanings and resolve
ambiguities. Misunderstandings occurred when these cues were absent or misinterpreted,
emphasizing the active and collaborative nature of meaning-making in communication.

Furthermore, the study underscores that context is not merely a passive backdrop but
an active participant in shaping communication. Cultural norms, cognitive processing, and
situational factors all interact to guide interpretation, demonstrating the complexity of
human communication. These findings have significant implications for various fields,
including language education, intercultural communication, and natural language
processing. By recognizing the multifaceted role of context, this research contributes to a
deeper understanding of pragmatic theory and offers practical insights for improving

communication in both everyday interactions and technological applications.
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