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Pragmatic Meaning in Translation

[ Abstract] The interdisciplinary transplantation is the main route to the development of
modern science. And it is the same case with translation. As Leo Hickey says in his book The
Pragmatics of Translation (2001:1): “certain aspects of language, such as words and grammar,
appear to disappear or change completely in translation and yet the ‘meaning’, ... usually
survives the process quite well”. This paper aims to address this issue at the pragmatic level.
In general, pragmatic approaches attempt to explain translation-procedure, process and
product from the point of view of what is (potentially) done by the original author in or by the
text, what is (potentially) done in the translation as a response to the original, how and why it
is done in that way in that context. (Hickey, 2001:10) So it can explain the process of meaning
transfer better.

[Key Words] pragmatic meaning pragmatics principle of relevance optimal relevance

recontextualisatation

Pragmatics “is concerned with the study of meaning as communicated by a speaker (or writer)
and interpreted by a listener (or reader)” (Yule, 1996: 3). So pragmatics associates the meaning of
language itself with their users. Take the word “dog” for example. Besides its reference to a kind of
animal, in some circumstances, it can be used by the speaker to warn or threat the listener. This
kind of meaning is beyond the words, but it is the purpose of the speaker’s using of a language.

In 1975, H.P. Grice put forward the idea that meaning is intention. So in this paper, we define
pragmatic meaning as the speaker’s intention, also known as the force of an utterance. It equals
Searle’s definition of illocutionary force, that is, the illocutionary force of an utterance — its most
salient pragmatic purpose — is the performative intention which the utterance serves. (Hickey,
2001: 11). Thomas once gave an example to illustrate his point: “Suppose someone says to you: ‘Is
that your car?’” On the condition that there isn’t any ambiguity of sense or reference in the context
where the question is asked, there are still so many explanations of the force behind the question
that you might be confused about. It might be an expression of admiration or scorn for your car; or
it might be a complaint that your car is in the way; or it even might be a request that you give him a
lift (Thomas, 1995: 18). These possibilities listed above are all the different pragmatic meanings
that the same utterance might have and the possible communicative intentions of the speaker. So
the pragmatic meaning, in this paper, refers to the speaker’s communicative intention.

The importance of pragmatic meaning

The psychologist, Miller was one of the first people to point out the significance of a speaker’s
intention:
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Most of our misunderstandings of other people are not due to any inability to hear them or
parse their sentences or understand their words. A far more important source of difficulty in
communication is that we often fail to understand a speaker’s intention (Thomas, 1995: 18).

Studies show that what people pay attention to and react to in linguistic communication is the
intention (478, Z=EVEHI, 1995: 12). Let’s see the following conversation between two secretaries
in an office:

A: Are you going to be here long?

B: You can go if you like.

A: I’ll be just out on the porch. Call me if you need me.

B: OK.

We can see that B directly responds to A’s intention, or pragmatic meaning, rather than the
Jliteral meaning. This proves that pragmatic meaning is the focus information in linguistic
communication.

Nida (1977) put forward a famous idea:“Translating is communicating.” So the great
importance of pragmatic meaning in translation is beyond doubt. Translation is, after all, a form of
language use, a kind of verbal communication, and the success of communication depends on the
identification of the other’s intention. To achieve the equivalence of pragmatic meaning is the 1%
priority in translation.

When human beings communicate, they perform acts that fall into the range of what other
human beings, even those from vastly different cultural backgrounds, are in principle capable of
empathizing with. At this level of meaning, the universality between different languages plays the
dominant role and thus makes the translation possible. That’s to say the translatability between
languages is the biggest at this level. In this sense, pragmatic meaning can overcome the cultural
differences between different languages and thus realize the communication between the SL sender
and TL receiver.

In essence, translation is pragmatic and communicative G& Z &, 1999: 287). Translation must
meet one requirement at least: to guarantee the success of communication GB Z %, 1999: 273). So
the translator must, first of all, guarantee the transfer of pragmatic meaning.

The transfer of pragmatic meaning

Relevance theory and translation

Relevance theory put forward by Sperber & Wilson, though not meant for translation,» is
powerful in accounting for “the most complex thing in the history of the cosmos” (Richard, 1953).
In this paper, it provides us with a general guideline for the handling of pragmatic meaning —
when to make it explicit and when to keep it implicit?

Principle of relevance:

“Every act of ostensive communication communicates the presumption of its own optimal
relevance.” (Guff, 1991: 30)

The basic idea of relevance theory is optimal relevance, which means the hearer is expected to
interpret an utterance at minimal processing cost but with adequate contextual effects (Gutt, 1991:

2
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30).

Contextual effects can be of three kinds. There are contextual effects if contextual implications

can be derived; or if previous assumptions are strengthened or confirmed; or even eliminated due to
a contradiction (Gutt, 1991: 27).

According to Sperber & Wilson, the crucial mental faculty that enables human beings to
communicate with one another is the ability to draw inferences from people’s behaviors. Seen from
the communicator’s end, his task is to produce a stimulus—verbal or otherwise—from which the
audience can infer what he ‘means’, or in terms of relevance theory, what his informative intention
is (Guff, 1999: 21). “—communication is an asymmetrical process, where more responsibility lies
with the communicator than with the audience” (Guff, 1991: 32).

It is the communicator’s responsibility to make correct assumptions about the linguistic and
contextual information which the hearer will have access to and be likely to use when interpreting
an utterance. He also has the responsibility to avoid misunderstanding on the part of the hearer, so
that the comprehension of the hearer is facilitated and all he has to do is go ahead and use whatever
linguistic and contextual information that comes most easily to mind (Sperber & Wilson, 1986: 43).

As one form of communication, translation is primarily an ostensive-inferential cognitive
process (X Z 7, 1999: 273). Likewise, a translator should first of all find out the implicature from
the explicature of the ST communicator by means of all the communication clues available at all
levels and then by inferring the cognitive environment of the audience choose from the various
potential versions the optimally relevant one, which thus can best help the audience infer the image

~or message intended by the ST communicator. This rule of optimal relevance is believed to be able
to match, to the greatest possible extent, the communicator’s intention with the target text
audience’s expectation.

According to the relevance theory, we don’t need to make everything implicit explicit. If the
audience can infer the pragmatic meaning from his cognitive environment, then the pragmatic
meaning can be left implicit. However, the belief that illocutionary functions can be comprehended
across the most diverse cultural boundaries does not extend to suppose that the cross-cultural
appraisal of illocutionary functions is easy. On the contrary, cultural relativity makes this a highly
sensitive and problematic issue (Hickey, 2001: 11). So sometimes it involves substituting the SL
cognitive environment with the TL cognitive environment because of the cultural barrier, which
results in the irrelevance of the TL cognitive environment that produces the intended effect. In this
way, the TL reader can still infer the intended pragmatic meaning as the SL reader.

Example 1:

He was so fond of talking that his colleagues nicknamed him “magpie”.

In the cognitive environment of the English reader “magpie” symbolizes being garrulous, so
the pragmatic meaning of the word is that he was too garrulous. However, this cognitive
environment doesn’t exist in the Chinese reader’s mind. “—that hearers will naturally start out with
those contextual assumptions that are most easily accessible to them” (Guff, 1991: 2). In this case,
in the Chinese readers’cognitive environment, “magpie” is associated with gook luck, which is not

3
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relevant to being garrulous. The claim to optimal relevance leads the hearer to accept the first
interpretation consistent with the principle of relevance and the right, that is, the speaker-intended
interpretation (Hickey, 2001: 44). Hence there appears the misunderstanding. The translator must
find optimally relevant contextual information for the Chinese reader. Therefore, it is translated as:

M), FESRT A “BRE” HshE. |

In this way, the Chinese reader can derive the same pragmatic meaning from his or her own
cognitive environment as the English reader.

Example 2:

“Don’t be scared, chickens”, came her voice with teasing gaiety.

The pragmatic meaning of “chickens” here is that someone is a coward. This is not relevant to
the Chinese reader’s cognitive environment, because the word “chicken” has no contextual effect in
their mind. To produce such effect, we must change the image. So the translation is:

“HIEM, ROTXERE /M RRIRTE " RUrA AR ER O HIE.

In this way, the Chinese reader will draw the same pragmatic meaning as the English reader.

But, sometimes, because of the limitation of the cognitive environment of the TL reader, the
method above doesn’t work and the pragmatic meaning has to be made explicit.

Example 3:

A tenant offering five bales of cotton was told, after some owl-eyed figuring, that this cotton
exactly balanced his debt.

“—that hearers will naturally start out with those contextual assumptions that are most easily
accessible to them” (Guff, 1991: 2). So the English reader will easily associate “ow]” with wisdom,
while the Chinese reader will regard it as a bad omen. To avoid the misunderstanding, the image is
forsaken and the pragmatic meaning is made explicit:

—MERERT 5 GFE, ZRORNABORASE, SUFMBUX LRI REHE LR AT
RIS -

However, when it comes to designate the illocutionary functions of a given language/culture
by labels drawn from another language, the situation is rather different: Often such labels can at
best be highly approximate glosses for illocutionary functions which have indigenous designations
but are difficult to translate and require explanation by paraphrase (Hickey, 2001: 12-13).
Sometimes, because of the limitation of the cognitive environment of the TL reader, the pragmatic
meaning has to be made explicit.

Example 4:

John can be relied on. He eats no fish and plays the game.

This sentence has been translated as: “Z8 4 AT 5. fhRZH, LILHERR . ” It seems right
on the surface, but because of the lack of cultural background on the part of the reader, the
illocutionary force is not communicated. Because communication can require the use of quite
specific assumptions, and misunderstandings are likely to arise when wrong assumptions are used
(Guff, 1991: 27). Here the required background knowledge is: there has been a fierce fight between
the old and new religion in English history. It is regulated in the old religion on the fast day, only

4
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fish can be eaten. After the old religion was overthrown by the new one, the followers of the new
religion refused to eat fish on that day to their faith to the new religion. So “to eat no fish” stands
for loyalty. Because of the lack of this assumption on the part of the reader, the image is forsaken
and the pragmatic meaning is made explicit:

AEAANTTEE. MBS BXER.

Another approach is what Hickey called recontextualisatation:“By recontextualisation I refer
to a radical approach to the translation of a particular text, which consists of totally or partially
abandoning the literal, propositional or locutionary level, while maintaining the illocutionary act
(usually ‘telling’) as far as possible and focusing strongly on the perlocutionary effect, directly or
accurately reproducing it.” (Hickey, 2001: 222)

Example 5:

BIMBRREK, HEEAX

BRI EHEE, PPREERRK

Such signs are often seen on streets and the foreign visitors are always curious to know their
meaning. If they are translated literally as:

Wenzhou is my home. Its cleanness depends on all of us.

Go to work happily, come back home safely.

The foreigners will be confused. In fact, they can just be simply translated as:

Keep our city clean!

Good luck!

(", 1998:11)

In this way, they will find them cordial and clear. Although there’s a big change on the literal
level, perlocutionary effect or the pragmatic meaning of the SL is maintained. So the second
version is much better than the first.

According to the Relevance theory, the communicative validity is the priority. That’s to say
the communicator’s intention must be realized. In order to achieve this goal, even part of the
content can be changed, esp. in advertisements.

Example 6:

We know Egg-actly how to sell eggs.

AEEH, “B” KL, REF, 1999: 291)

The SL is an ad for selling eggs. “In advertising a great deal of attention is paid to the
repetition of sounds and especially to play on meaning resulting from identical or similar sounds”
(Nida, 1982: 15). And the force behind it is “AIM”—to call for the attention, arouse the interest
and facilitate the memory of the audience. Although there are some changes in literal meaning in
the translation, it nevertheless uses similar technique and results in similar force.

In one word, whatever approach he chooses, a translator has to ensure that the pragmatic
meaning can be recognized by the audience.

To sum up, the two main claims made in this paper are: first, translation itself is primarily a
pragmatic notion, used to indicate the kind of communication intended by the communicator

5
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(Hickey, 2001: 52); second, the first priority in translation is the transfer of pragmatic meaning,
which can be achieved by different means in pursuit of optimal relevance.
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MERE, EEX—RANLETXPHNAREE-BEANER, TRAERNHARIRL. EEH
MR X, MEMNEER AN LT IORFAHER. LEXN FICEFRITFAHMFR, EE
E-HRAEREFERZAREERERA, TAHE. Fla.

1. In a market-driven economy, a _business can’t depend on the government to help it out, 7F
—ANHHEANZED, BUARKEBUFHIFEBREME Q. ( () p33)

XN TH, abusiness BAI AW, BERE “An). k. BiE”. 3)HEEE help sb.
out MEBR “HWBET®R". LATER “EWHLFD, — MV ARKREBUFH R
BRI

2. An uneasy atmosphere was hanging over the classroom as the teacher returned our tests. 4
BMBVCREIRMNMESE, BEFEAHETAERKSN. ((HF) p335)

EXANEFE, reum BERYBNE, BH “HiE. EE”. rewun /E “iRE” BT RAR
YEhE, JFEEENF “to”. test FIARR “Hik”, AT REL, WTUHEBA “RE”.
WA EA “HEBIMRKERINEREN, HEEERE-HARHIA.



SEEE 5 XA R

3. Their laughter and conversation sound as if they’re enjoying each other’s company. 1116
WIENE S IF RSB REN T AF. ( (I pl75)

fEXANEFE, company FIEBR “being together with another or others”, AJLARIZiF
enjoy . OALD BHIXFEAIHI4 “I enjoy his company, ie I like being with him. REKHM
HegE—E”. AN “AHbiIRIZ S R RITE R R TR ERBE R,

4. 1 wish I’d had the foresight to move to a different neighborhood before the new airport was
built — now the noise and traffic are driving me crazy. REFHBEAXNMFHGRBREUA, RE
REFLXNESANRAOBERG T—REVHFALERNERBELERPKT . ((HD)
p380)

XM TR, have the foresight FIREBR “HHRNZH, FE”, different KIEBR

“EARK, B4H7. neighborhood KB R “one of the parts of a town where people live”
(COBUILD). OALD BEHXFEHIBIA): “We live in a rather rich neighbourhood. RIMELEIRE
FrExr. Bk, RAEN “BEFERFENZH, EXMFIHBREZTRESA
S —AMEEX—AE, BREMSENEREFRERT 7.

5. I read the foreword to this book, but it didn’t really prepare me for the wonderful creativity
of these splendid exercises. RFE TXABMFE, EREHFFAEREEBVENXLEL AR
BRSO EME. ( (35S p380)

fEIXAME)FH, prepare sb. for sth. FIEBR “HFEAXNEBETHESE”, K7 it BK
B “foreword(FH)”. ERXAEZE LHEREN. kA&l “‘RETXEEHFS, B
REHBHEFEFRAXEEELI S ARETHAEEMFLOERE”. SHZBERUTER
AEIERBRE R R '

6. On Japan’s Position on Trade XF HAR W &Ml ((FHZk) p152)

IXRAFEE, B position 17 B £“view or opinion held by sb (3L3% )", 57 “on”
¥EH . position f£ “Huifr” SRR —BS5MA “in”EMH . XM EN “BEHERHAB L.

7. The cotton index fluctuated narrowly on the Liverpool (England) market where interest was
displayed in Chinese, Egyptian, Turkish and Peruvian styles. ZER¥H CGRE) Wisp L, WiEdk
BRRAK, EXE, FEEUPEH. BE. TEHEAMEEENFRER. () p367)

XA FE, interest MEBR “XNB”, BV LL53)iAE “display” M7 “in” #HEC
BER “RIAR---BINR”. interest FH “Flzi. FMB” WER, BRALE “display” #
B. style HTHE$, BA “ENUABERKIRERS”. Et, XAEATLER “€ (ER)
Fpmisg L, #fE () BEEBES), EFE, (AFIFD MNBRIAENHE. KK,
THHEMABERN (e AL

=, SNEEXE

BB UHEB RN TR TG, \RANFTREN, FEUPEESZRE
XK, NMEIEHERDTFEXMEN. EREEAT, 9TFHNERERBAIEHREHT
AFREBERRNERMTIER. Flhn.

8. Ted finally showed up a little after eleven. He said he’d overslept. 648 11 K LAG A4 BRTH
—A&, HhBithEET AT . ( (T p89)
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EXAMITFER, alitle FIXEM after eleven. a little 7% for a short time FIEE, #i
walk a little, {E R RERISRBWRREESENS)IA show up. HL, XANENER “IGHER
LT 11 S4B, MLk T .

9. The government official comments on the present economic situation with moderate
satisfaction, saying that it is showing signs for the better. BUR X BLZE KIL TR HH EEM R
MEHFE, HXEEFRAEIK. ( (I p300)

7EiX M), the government official £ F1&, comments £i§iE3NiT, S5iF on EH.
signs for the better KRB R “HFHMNIR”. ZAEN “XMNBUFE REEHEHBIFRS
WIS RS, RIEERRTFENER”.

10. Traditionally, a dark suit is preferable to a light one for evening wear. f&ZEHIM 2NN,
HEMKBRESTSRELRMOALR LF. ( (3 p304)

EXNMETE, 7 “one” IBAMWE “suit”, AR “N”, B “adaksuit” 5 “alight
suit” ABLL. HAINEN “EAMRRIN, BRANERHRAEEFEEEER LT,

11. It’s certain to end in war if either side violates the treaty again. TR HFAFIERE£4,
BLBFEHERGHR. ( (HF) p334)

XN FE, MHE “n” R “Blee-FR” , “end in war” BRE“CABRFHRELER”.
B3 if NAIRANMNEEA, PREEERERTEM. XM FNEFEN MR EE—T
BEREY, HEREURFHT KRB,

12. Its (U.S.) policy is to open some Japanese markets (which it deems to be closed) by setting
import targets — an approach to trade policy that supporters call “results oriented”. JBUK R
REH OB TEIT AR —& CEWARERARD WH—X— LB R BT
PERAFEL RN C#HL%) p152)

FEXNMNITFE, that NAJRBHF “trade policy” BIEEMF], ARBM “an approach” [
EEMNE. —EXEANAABENASBURR “HEERN”, EEBEMMS—BXESLE
X#E—A]1E: “Tokyo appears more ‘resuits-oriented’ than the Community.” & LiEBIiX — <.
b, WATTRIER R “HBOERAWREHR DR ST AR —8 (BN RRAKD
T — X BT ERR A FEL R R B BURKN — M INE”

13. An English school girl who was asked in the 1980s what she associated with Denmark,
replied: “pig, pig, bacon, pig”. This may not be an uncommon_jmage, but there is much more both
to modern Denmark and to its food industry. 20 42 80 A, —Ar3E LA ¥ o) Kb # 4
LSRR, FER: ‘8% B BEAR, B B XHREARIMKRIE,
BEENRARAZEHBEREBRFEFEENT . (HE) p333)

FEXH M) F R, associate sth. with sth, FIRER “---Feooo-BAHE—#”, image
EHNEBEN KB ERES”. much more JGTHL/R F4&#E T than that image. FHARIE
XRXEROHRINAZR LR EAER, XHETEY “ Z+Ha/\+E4, —
P E LA N R E R AP R R, [EEE: % B RBA, B X
TR NS, EXRFAERE TR, XN TBREBAREER.




SEEE 5 XUFTE

=. #HTIBEFE

FERFED, FEMTREERAG TR —MEBTR. BAEELOTEE, A1 —EE
B EANBREE. BRRAREERNLTXPRE—EHNEEN. AR, LERGHL
TXH, AFHAEESUREE ), FURSEWIESRRBBOERER. REEE
EaviaRE, BEEHKNXEE, FTHERERTUTHEESX.

14. In the mid-1960s, many Frenchmen wondered if the Americans would ever make it to the
moon if they insisted on calculating distances in feet and inches. 7E 20 42 60 sEfAPRH, W&
BEEAFEMREEANBRFURRNI R HERKNE, AR ERELEART. (8
F) p49)

XM F R, wonder HIEERE “be in doubt about (FF5E)”. wonder SHIA if %[
whether, B “BRE”. FEFEXEZHREAGHE. EERXNSHZBERARRARERA
B RIWHESN, EFAERNERLN. XMFAIERD “7F 20 HE 60 FRAPH, #2
BEARBEIN RS B A BRF LSRR R HERE, iR TRz e LA,

15. If there is a road to China’s future, Highway 204 out of Shanghai is it. ... Factories line the
highway, producing sneakers, ... Eventually industry gives way to ricefields, which is being dug up
to build still more factories. IMEFEE P ERKRZBEHE, MELH B LK 204 EHE. -
ABEFEM, B - BRRMILL. &R, KABBFETIYRSA, BTFRBIBEZNTI) . (H
) p43)

XJLAERKRIEEEEN DigH R, ¥iE 204 EETERERBIRR . Hd give way to
EANFHAEENERER T, HEE industry FERATHRIIMBLT) . “ T/ ikMr
FREE” HEEBRUAEE B LEINREL, FRE&TEHEITHEEB. FEX “KAFBEH
IR A" ERERXFEEZE LA XBRE—AEVUER “&F, FIWAHEREI
TMREMBET, TRXREHHEERPEUREEZHI] .

m. EEERGFMNSE

BE, AN, BfTHEEMIENAHE. FREATERULEBLRGHFL, RENIE
EALRE, ERELSRATH. THREMRBEBE F.

16. Some people say that in the next 30 years the population of Antarctica and the Polar
Regions will rise steadily, as will the population of the world’s deserts. 25 A ¥, BEHRMAILER
M DX (YT P ZE R R 30 ERAH RV EAKBR—HEBSRENT K. ( (BT p428)

XAENERFXNZE “HLAB, FEREK 30 FraRMibiiihX A DR SHH
FPEBX A O —FERIHEK”.

BER—IUTEN T, BFLKRBENALNSE. NEXHEMNMT. 8MNMITH
EREHR, FHAKE, CEEHAEESTNESEAHN, IRt MM TURER. BXR
YEB R I S .
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