
    Foreword: Pragmatics on the hoof! 
Relevance as effort and reward    
   Basil Hatim    

  Without revealing the ‘secretive’ nature of publishing this volume in his 
honour, I casually asked Basil to give me a ‘short, light- hearted piece on an 
issue of interest to start- up students of pragmatics’, for a senior seminar. 
Here is what Basil jotted down which, I felt, speaks volumes of how passion-
ate (dare I say, obsessed, driven) the man has always been regarding his text 
linguistics. I hope publishing the story here, as the foreword to this volume, 
will meet with his approval, but if  not, then it would be too late, for what is 
done cannot be undone!  Said Faiq  

 Let me at the outset urge you to entertain the assumption that the story 
I am about to tell you in this short piece  is  ‘relevant’. It may actually turn 
out not to be, but that is neither here nor there. As textually competent users 
of language, we all tend to entertain the assumption that texts produced or 
received are relevant. As I have just pointed out, you might indeed reach the 
conclusion that the story  has not after all been relevant , but you would (as a text 
receiver) make such a judgement only after you have given me (the text pro-
ducer) the benefi t of the doubt that  I would not put you to unnecessary effort . 
A corollary to this would be the assumption that any effort exerted would 
somehow be commensurately rewarded. Let us call this layer of assumption- 
making in our speaker- hearer relationship ‘general relevance’. 

 This is actually a true story, which I want to use to tell the ‘pragmatic story 
of relevance’, in a nutshell. So, let’s get started. 

 In a café in town some years ago, I met by chance four of my former stu-
dents of translation, who told me that they had now all found good jobs in 
translation/ public relations. In the course of the conversation, the subject 
of how useful their training had been came up, and the point debated was 
whether translator training should be ‘practical’ (usually taken to mean non- 
theoretical), ‘theoretical’ (i.e., non- practical), or a combination of the two per-
spectives (i.e., basically, the practitioners taking care of the programme on 
Monday and Tuesday, and the theoreticians handling the rest of the week!). 
Forgive the sarcasm, but I have spent quite a portion of my life arguing against 
such spurious distinctions and trying to promote the motto, ‘There is noth-
ing more practical than a good theory’. To demonstrate this to my budding 
translators there and then in the café, I decided to give them a little quiz. In a 
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friendly way, I asked them to translate into English a seemingly straightforward 
sentence, with an item  ل   خص  that  I knew would only too readily elicit the word 
‘summarized’, and another ite m,  عامة ,  which I also knew would equally readily 
elicit ‘general’, neither of which would actually do in the present context: 

 The sentence was

 ولخص شولتز المجاالت الخمسة الرئيسية التي يريد فيها عمال مشتركا وقال ان من بين هذه    
    … المجاالت دراسة عامة تجريها

 For the benefi t of those who do not read Arabic, this is an unidiomatic back- 
translation of the text: 

 Shultz  summarized  the fi ve principal areas in which he wanted common 
action, including a  general  study  conducted . 

 Before I proceed with what happened, let me explain what I mean by 
‘pragmatic competence’. As a text receiver you should at this point in inter-
acting with my story have made a similar assumption to the one you made 
earlier, namely that what you were about to hear must be relevant. The 
new assumption that you might now make (and the one that the students 
being tested in the café should have made) is simply that the items tested 
must be sufficiently challenging to be worth testing. That is,  لخص  just can-
not be as bland as to yield something like ‘summarized’, nor  ع   امة   to  be 
as bland as to yield something like ‘general’. Instead, an assumption must 
be entertained that runs something like this: there is more than meets the 
eye in being presented with a seemingly innocuous utterance such as   لخص    
and   عامة   with these two items conveying far more than the run- of- the- mill 
meanings of  ‘summarized’ and ‘general’. To put it differently, the students 
and any translator of  this text should entertain the assumption that had 
 simply meant ‘summarized’, for example, I would not have gone to the   لخص  
trouble of  using it in a test to demonstrate pragmatic competence. Let us 
still refer to this second layer of  my café interaction as ‘specific relevance’. 
Schematically: 

 

GENERAL RELEVANCE

SPECIFIC RELEVANCE

KNOWLEDGE OF THE WORLD
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 To move on to the middle layer, a third assumption to be entertained by any 
text receiver/ translator (and by my students in the café) should be something 
like this: government ministers (e.g., the US secretary of state, no less!) can-
not be reasonably expected to engage in mundane activities such as ‘summar-
izing’ or indeed discussing ‘generalities’ (If  secretaries of state were to do that, 
what would junior clerks in the offi ce do?). Let us call this, ‘Knowledge of the 
World Assumption’. 

 More subtly, perhaps, you, my students in the café or indeed any trans-
lator, should in the present situation operate on a further, crucial assumption, 
namely that there are things that ‘news reports’ simply do or do not report, 
and ‘news reporters’ would or would not do. Assuming that the secretary of 
state actually did engage in mundane activities such as ‘summarizing’ or ‘talk-
ing generalities’, these would be areas that do not, would not, and should not 
make the international page in any reputable newspaper. Reporters would 
simply not be interested in people ‘summarizing’, for example. This is not 
unrelated to text politeness (the do’s and don’ts of serious journalism). We 
will call this ‘Territorial Assumption’. 

 

1. GENERAL RELEVANCE

2. SPECIFIC RELEVANCE

3. KNOWLEDGE OF THE

    WORLD

4. TERRITORY

 

 To return to the café scene, my former students reflected on the text and took 
longer than I anticipated. This was a good sign. But even better, they refused 
to fall into the trap I set them, which was to say that the text was ‘absolutely 
no problem’, ‘a piece of cake’; that   لخص   was ‘summarized’ and that   عامة   was 
‘general’. Much more to the point, and to my immense pleasure and delight, 
the students started to give me alternatives in the semantic region of ‘high-
lighted’ and ‘comprehensive’ for the two items in question. Their pragmatic 
competence had stood them in good stead, I thought –  the various assump-
tions must have been made: 

•   Would I bother to test items such as   لخص   or   عامة   simply to mean what 
their surface forms said they did (i.e., ‘summed up’ and ‘general’)?  

 •   Would secretaries of state do offi ce secretaries’ jobs?  
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 •   Would news reports cover mundane activities such as ‘summarizing’?  
•   All these plus the crowning assumption that we made at the outset: Would 

I put you to the trouble of telling you an ‘irrelevant’ story?    
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