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It is a great honour and joy to have our book now translated and pub-
lished in Arabic. We are extremely grateful to Professor Hisham Abdulla
Khalifa for having taken time away from his own work as a linguist and
pragmaticist to translate this book. Professor Hisham Abdulla Khalifa’s own
work, in particular his two outstanding articles in English, "Indirect Speech
Acts: Between Modern Linguistics and Arabic Linguistic Tradition" and
"Scalar Implicature In Modern Pragmatics and Traditional Arabic Prag-
matics", that we have had the chance to be able to read, helps us reconsider
modern pragmatics in a historical perspective: Central themes in modern
pragmatics had already been studied in the Arabic linguistic tradition, and
key ideas had already been developed. Taking this historical perspective
should make us more modest. It also highlights how much we all stand to
learn from each other.

Dan Sperber & Deirdre Wilson



PREFACE TO THE ARABIC TRANSLATION

Pragmatics is commonly defined as the study of those aspects of utterance
interpretation that depend on the context and are not just a matter of decod-
ing linguistic meaning. For instance, the linguistic meaning of the sentence
"t is hot" is compatible with indefinitely many different interpretations. On a
given occasion, contextual considerations would give the hearer reasons to
understand that "It" refers to the soup that has just been served, that "hot"
refers to how warm rather than to how spicy the soup is and that the speaker
means that the hearer should wait for it to cool before eating it. These are
pragmatic facts. The modern study of pragmatics in philosophy of language,
linguistics, and psycholinguistics developed in the past fifty years or so, in
particular under the influence of the philosopher Paul Grice.

In 1986, we published Relevance: Communication and Cognition, where
we proposed an approach to pragmatics, Relevance Theory, inspired by the
work of Grice and others, but more radical and more ambitious. We argued
that no aspect of utterance interpretation is fully determined by linguistic
meaning and that in any case, the linguistic meaning of an utterance is not
an encoding of the speaker’s meaning -- not even a partial one -- it is a piece
of evidence of the speaker’s meaning. Decoding is never enough. For in-
stance, it is not enough to disambiguate "hot" as referring to the temperature
of the soup: by using "hot", the speaker indicated not just that the soup is
warm enough to be called "hot" but also, and more specifically, that it is too
hot to eat for the time being. Moreover, relevance theory attempts to answer
not only philosophical and linguistic questions about meaning, but also psy-
chological questions about how the interpretation process unfolds in the hear-
er's mind. It is a cognitive theory grounded in a general reflection on the role
of relevance in cognition and communication.

A second edition of Relevance: Communication and Cognition with min-
or revisions and a new postface was published in 1995. The book has now
been translated into eleven languages. In the past thirty years, work on rele-
vance theory has become a collective endeavour, with many contributors
across the world, and more than thirty books and hundreds of articles in lin-
guistics, psychology, philosophy and literary studies. We ourselves have re-
cently published a collection of essays, Meaning and Relevance(2012) where
we revise and expand the theory.
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