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A Comprehensive Interpretation of Humble Utterances in Chinese Language
Zhu Zhifang (Wuhan University)

Abstract: Humble utterances are characteristic of Chinese language and speech. A self-referential humble utterance has a
descriptive content, but it does not give a true description of the speaker. If a term in the form of humble utterance refers to
what is described,it would not refer to the speaker-which is intended, and humble utterance in the form of a sentence is
usually false. Above facts suggest that an explanation of meaning is to be given for Chinese humbles. Philosophy of language
past and present does not provide with a ready-made explanation. Use theory does not work for it describes but does not
explain. Accommodating Austin’ s theory of performative utterances, Davison’s and Martinich” s theory of metaphor, an
explanation of the meaning of humbles can be framed: the meaning of humbles are their literal meaning,and further what the
speaker has done in uttering a humble expression is to be explained by means of practical reasoning. Truth-conditional
semantics helps to give the meaning, and the theory of speech act helps to explain the act of speaking which is a part of
theory of action in general. The modified theory of speech act applies to all sorts of speech acts as well as Chinese humbles.

Key words: Chinese humble utterance; truth-conditional semantics; performative utterance; theory of metaphor
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