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Notes on Relevance Theory
LSA Linguistic Summer Institute

Introduction to Pragmatics
Instructor: Anne Bezuidenhout

Differences between RT and Grice

Sperber & Wilson challenge what they take to be the traditional view of 
language and communication. They:

• Argue against what they call the code model of communication in favor of 
an inferential conception

• Argue against the view that communication is governed by maxims
• Are particularly critical of the idea that conversation is governed by a maxim 

of (literal) truthfulness
• Argue against the Grice’s view of metaphor, hyperbole, litotes, and irony
• Challenge Grice’s exclusive focus on implicit meanings (implicatures); they 

think inference is involved in the communication of explicit meanings too
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Grice’s account of figurative language use

Grice’s examples of irony, metaphor, meiosis/litotes, and hyperbole respectively:
1. He’s a fine friend.
2. You’re the cream in my coffee.
3. He was a little intoxicated.
4. Every nice girl loves a sailor.

Grice would argue that these all work in virtue of the fact that the speaker has flouted the Maxim of 
Quality by saying (or rather making as if to say) something false.

In a bit, we will look at S&W’s alternative accounts of metaphor and of irony. One important 
difference is that different inferential mechanisms are at play in the RT account. Irony 
comprehension requires meta-representational abilities that not required for metaphor 
comprehension.
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Challenging the First Sub-Maxim of Quality

Sperber & Wilson argue that we rarely communicate the literal meanings of our utterances.

Nor do we follow a maxim of literal truthfulness (cf. Grice’s 1st Quality sub-maxim, which states: 
“Always say what you believe to be true”)

Rather, we frequently speak loosely.

Example: Marie, who lives in Issy-les-Moulineaux, a block away from the city limits of Paris, travels 
to London. At a party in London, Marie and Peter meet:

Peter: Where do you live?
Marie1: I live in Paris.
Marie2: * I live near Paris

Suppose Marie is at an electoral meeting for a local Paris election. Someone asks her where she 
lives. If she answers ‘I live in Paris’, is she (more) likely to be understood literally in this case?

The Cognitive Principle of Relevance

Principle of Cognitive Relevance: Human cognition tends to be geared to the 
maximization of relevance.

Inputs to cognitive processes (which are representations of the things, properties, and 
events in our internal and external worlds) are relevant to the degree that these inputs 
have positive cognitive effects that are derivable with a minimum degree of cognitive 
effort.

That is, other things being equal, a stimulus/ input has a higher degree of relevance the 
more positive cognitive effects is has and the lower the cost is of deriving these effects.

This applies to all inputs.

However, some inputs are representations of deliberately produced stimuli – ostensive 
stimuli. Verbal utterances are one type of ostensive stimulus.
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(Positive) Cognitive effects

An ostensive stimulus is relevant to the extent that its processing costs are low and its 
processing benefits are high.

Utterance are one special sub-class of ostensive stimuli. 

The benefits of such a stimulus is measured by its contextual effects.  Does it:
1. Have contextual implications? That is, does it have implications that do not 

follow from the uttered sentence alone or the context alone but only from the 
fact that the utterance was produced in that context? E.g., does it answer a 
question or add to your store of knowledge on a topic?

2. Strengthen an already accepted assumption A? That is, does it increase the 
probability that A is true or settle a doubt you had about A?

3. Contradict an already accepted assumption A? E.g., does it correct a mistaken 
belief or impression?

Cognitive costs
An ostensive stimulus will be costly to process if the perceptual, memorial, imaginative, and 
inferential processes needed for its processing are non-optimal. 

For example:
1. if the stimulus is itself not salient (e.g., it is perceptually degraded or produced in perceptually noisy 

circumstances; if it is inaudible or illegible)
2. if it requires access to non-salient assumptions (i.e., assumptions currently not activated or in focus)
3. if the intended effects are hard to derive (e.g., because many intervening steps have to be supplied for 

the derivation)

In addition to its audibility/legibility, the processing of a form is influenced by factors such 
as:

1. whether it employs words that are familiar, or from a specific dialect or speech register (e.g., whether it is 
casual or formal speech)

2. its syntactic form (e.g., whether it is in active or passive form, or has subordinate clauses or other 
embedded clauses)
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Ostensive-Inferential (O-I) communication

In O-I communication, a speaker produces an utterance with the following intentions:

1. The intention to make mutually manifest a proposition or range of propositions (the 
informative intention)

2. The intention to make this informative intention manifest (the communicative 
intention)

Understanding is achieved when the communicative intention is fulfilled (i.e., when the 
hearer recognizes the informative intention).

The informative intention may or may not be fulfilled. This will depend partly on how 
much the hearer trusts the speaker to be a reliable source of information.

The Communicative Principle of Relevance

According to Sperber and Wilson, the pragmatic reasoning involved when speakers 
produce utterances and hearer’s interpret those utterances, operates according to 
the following principle:

Communicative principle of relevance: Every act of overt communication conveys a 
presumption of its own optimal relevance.
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Presumption of optimal relevance

Every utterance a speaker produces is an “ostensive” stimulus – i.e., something that 
draws attention to itself.

A verbal utterance carries the presumption of optimal relevance, that is :

a. It is relevant enough to be worth the addressee’s while to process it

b. It is the most relevant stimulus that the speaker could produce in the circumstances, 
relative to the speaker’s abilities and preferences 

The relevance of an ostensive stimulus is a matter of degree. 

The greater are the cognitive effects of processing a stimulus and the smaller is the 
cognitive effort needed to process it, the more relevant will that stimulus be. (Wilson and 
Sperber 2012: 88). 

Aside: Example of a scalar inference

The two parts of S&W’s definition of the Presumption of Optimal Relevance, clauses 
(a) and (b),  seem to be functioning as upper- and lower-bounding principles, like 
Horn’s R- (“Don’t say too much”) and Q-Principles (“Say enough”) respectively.

S&W appeal to clause (b) to explain why one would conclude, on the basis of a 
speaker’s saying “I’ve already written a third of my paper”, that she has only written a 
third, because if she had written more she would have said so, given clause (b).
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Unwillingness to provide information
S&W argue that Grice can’t account for cases in which someone is unwilling to provide 
information. In Grice’s scheme, such a person is opting out of the cooperative enterprise.

RT on the other hand accounts for such cases by relativizing relevance of a stimulus to a 
communicator’s preferences and abilities.

An example S&W have discussed in their earlier writings is one from Grice’s ‘Logic & Conversation’:
A: Where does Peter live?
B: Somewhere in the South of France 

Grice gives this as an example in which Quality and Quantity conflict, so that B is understood as 
implicating that he does not know more precisely where Peter lives. He violates Quantity in order 
to respect Quality.

S&W point out that another possible implicature is that A does not want to tell B more precisely 
where Peter lives.

RT comprehension procedure

In general, a speaker’s utterance carries a presumption of optimal relevance – namely 
that it will be worth the hearer’s effort to process it because it will produce sufficient 
contextual effects for no gratuitous processing effort.

So, the hearer should follow the path of least effort in computing cognitive effects 
and test interpretative hypothesis in order of accessibility.

When the hearer arrives at an interpretation that meets the expected level of 
relevance she can stop processing and assume that it is the message the speaker 
intended to communicate.

Note that this is a non-demonstrative inferential process; an inference to the best 
explanation. This type of reasoning is defeasible.

(Of course, sometimes one might just abandon the search for relevance).
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Implicatures vs. explicatures
Consider the following example:

Peter: Did John pay back the money he owed you?

Mary: He forgot to go to the bank.

Mary will be taken to have conversationally implicated that John did not pay back what he owed, 
and this will require quite a bit of inferencing. 

However, even to figure out what Mary said (what S&W call the explicature of Mary’s utterance), 
pragmatic reasoning (i.e., inferential reasoning) will be required.

Grice himself recognized that (lexical and structural) disambiguation and reference assignment 
processes are needed to figure out what was said. E.g., what sense of ‘bank’ is intended? And who 
is ‘he’?

However, S&W and others, such as Recanati and Carston, have argued that other “primary 
pragmatic processes” will have to operate too, such as:

• Enrichment and loosening
• Pragmatic transfer

Ad hoc concept construction

S&W and especially Robyn Carston have done a lot to argue for the idea that processes of 
enrichment (or narrowing) and loosening (or broadening) are needed, because the words 
people produce are semantically underspecified or underdetermined.

Carston argues that these two processes should be categorized together as types of (local)
pragmatic modulation processes. They result in ad hoc concepts; it is these ad hoc concepts, 
rather than the encoded lexical concepts, that become constituents of an utterance’s 
explicature.

Take the example from the previous slide:

Suppose we disambiguate ‘bank’ to ‘monetary institution’. Still, as S&W note, there is further 
pragmatic modulation to be done to arrive at the ad hoc concept BANK* that is needed to 
compute the explicature.
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We still need to figure out that this was a monetary institution that deals with private clients, where John 
can go to withdraw money.  So we narrow.

We also need to figure out that ‘bank’ is used metonymically (a kind of pragmatic transfer) to refer to a
physical branch not a social institution.

Thirdly, we know that you don’t have to go inside a branch bank but could use the ATM in their lobby. 
Perhaps that is what John did. So we broaden.

Moreover, we assume that ‘go to the bank’ means going to get money, rather than simply visiting, and 
that the money needs to be legally obtained, rather than by robbing the bank, say.
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Implicated premises and conclusions
To derive the conclusion that John did not pay back the money he owes to Mary, Peter needs to 
reason as follows:

1. (Implicated premise). One way to get money is to go to a monetary institution that deals with private 
clients (a BANK*) with the purpose of legally withdrawing one’s own money from one’s own private 
account.

2. (Implicated premise). To withdraw money from one’s own BANK*, one either has to go to a physical branch 
of one’s BANK*or use one of their ATMs or use another BANK*’s ATM and pay a fee.

3. (Implicated premise). If one forgets to draw money from one’s BANK* in any of these ways, and if one does 
not carry around sufficient money as a matter of course, and if there is no other way to pay back what one 
owes, one will not be able to pay back the money one owes to another person.

4. (Explicature). John forgot to go to his BANK* with the purpose of withdrawing money in any of these ways.

5. (Implicated premise). John had no other access to money or ways of settling his debt.

6. (Strongly implicated conclusion). John did not pay back the money he owes to Mary.

7. (Weak implicature). John may repay Mary later when he next goes* to his BANK*.
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Parallel processing

S&W argue that the inferential processes used to derive the explicature of a speaker’s 
utterance operate in tandem with the inferential processes used to derive any implicated 
conclusions. That is, this is not a serial process where we first figure our what was said 
and then compute the implicature(s).

This parallel processing results in a mutual adjustment of our hypotheses about what the
speaker means to be communicating both explicitly and implicitly.

Exactly how we enrich or loosen the encoded meanings of expressions in order to derive 
ad hoc concepts will be conditioned on what sorts of implicated conclusions are 
warranted, given the contextually accessible assumptions.

This should be clear from the example on the previous slide.

Note also the distinction between weak and strong implicatures.

Examples of pragmatic modulation: 
Enrichment or loosening or both

1. All politicians drink.
2. Buying a house is easy, if you have money.

3. No more wine thanks. I have to get up tomorrow.

4. You should take your empty bottles for recycling.
5. This policy will bankrupt the farmers.

6. The reservoirs are dry.
7. The Red Sea is boiling.

8. Caroline is a princess.
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Metaphor is on a continuum with loose use

What makes something literal vs. an approximation vs. hyperbole vs. metaphorical is: 

• the degree to which and the direction in which the lexical concept is loosened/ 
broadened 

• the particular set of encyclopedic assumptions that are deployed in making the 
utterance relevant (in the technical RT sense of relevance – i.e., balancing processing 
effort against contextual effects)

Literal Approximation Hyperbole Metaphor

Loose Use & Metaphor: The Continuity View
‘The reservoir is dry’:
1. Literal interpretation: it contains no water at all
2. Approximation: it contains only small amounts of non-usable water
3. Hyperbole: it contains less water than is optimal/ expected/ desired
4. Metaphor: ??

‘The sea is boiling’:
1. Literal: the water is above boiling point
2. Approximation: the water is too hot for swimming
3. Hyperbole: the water is hotter than makes for a comfortable, refreshing swim
4. Metaphor: the waves are churning and eddying 
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Encyclopedic assumptions for ‘boiling water’

A. Safe to use for sterilizing instruments, etc.

B. Suitable for making tea, could scald you, etc.

C. Too hot to be comfortable to bathe in, etc.

D. Seethes and bubbles, has swirling undercurrents, etc.

Depending on which set of assumptions is salient/ highly activated in a particular context 

could make the difference between whether one understands ‘The sea is boiling’ literally 

(assumption set A),as an approximation (assumption set B), as hyperbole (assumption set 

C), or metaphorically (assumption set D).

Rubio-Fernandez, Wearing & Carston have some experimental work showing that

hyperbole and metaphor are not processed in quite the same way. They conclude that we

have to give up on strict continuity, but they strive to maintain the view that at bottom all 

processes are inferential.

Types of pragmatic adjustment in metaphor

L

C* L C* L C*

Strict 
loosening

Loosening + 
enrichment

Cross-category cases
(Emergent property problem)

‘Caroline is our princess’ 
[said of someone who is 
spoilt and demands a lot of 
attention]

‘Mary is a bulldozer’ 
[said of someone 
who is obstinate, 
ignores the views of 
others, etc.]

‘The bottle is empty’ 
[said of a bottle that 
contains only the dregs 
of wine in the bottom]
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Emergent property issue
Examples:

1. Robert is a bulldozer.

2. Sally is a block of ice.

3. That surgeon is a butcher.

The problem is that the lexical concepts and encyclopedic information associated with 
the italicized words don’t involve information of the sort that is contained in our 
metaphorical interpretations of (1)-(3).

E.g., physical bulldozers are not stubborn and insensitive to the feelings of others; similarly for examples 
(2) and (3).

So, how do we get mentally from a consideration of the properties of physical bulldozers 
to conclusions about the psychological properties of people? 

Role of lexical entry in cross-category cases
Carston suggests its role is to give access to a metaphorical scheme. Such schemes can be 
characterized in various ways:
A. One might appeal to our capacity for making analogies or seeing structural similarities between one domain and 

another. 
E.g., a child who pretends that his backyard is a military fort is engaging in such analogical thinking. Similarly, 
when one says ‘Sam is an eagle’ one is seeing Sam’s position in the human domain as analogous to the role an 
eagle plays in the bird domain.

B. One might appeal to the sort of metaphorical schemes that Lakoff & Johnson have argued are a fundamental 
part of our thinking. 
E.g., perhaps ‘Mary is a bulldozer’ is invoking the metaphorical scheme PEOPLE ARE MACHINES or the scheme 
PSYCHOLOGICAL FORCE IS PHYSICAL FORCE.

To explain the ‘fog on cat feet’ example, Carston also notes the role that imagery plays in the 
understanding of metaphor, although she acknowledges that this is an area in which not much 
research has been done.
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Representation & Resemblance

Sperber & Wilson make a distinction between descriptive and interpretive 
representations.

Utterances express propositions and hence represent states-of-affairs – the states-of-
affairs that must obtain for these utterances to be true. S&W call this descriptive
representation.

Utterances also express thoughts/ beliefs/ assumptions, which are themselves (mental) 
representations.

Utterances can therefore be said to interpretively represent the thoughts they express 
i.v.o. having contents that resemble the contents of the thoughts.

Interpretive resemblance is a matter of the degree of overlap between the propositional 
contents (including the analytic and contextual implications of those contents) of the 
utterance and the thought.

Irony and echoic uses
Reporting on the speech or beliefs of oneself or of others is one kind of interpretative use – the
report meta-represents another utterance or a thought or an opinion that it resembles in content 
(in the way explained on the previous slide).

An echoic use of an expression is an interpretive use that attributes a statement or belief to 
someone else and that achieves its main relevance by conveying the speaker’s attitude to the 
echoed content.

The attitude expressed by the speaker can be positive or negative (i.e., the speaker can affiliate or
dis-align themselves with holders of the echoed view).

S&W’s main claim is that irony involves an echoic use of an expression and conveys the speaker’s 
dissociative attitude to the echoed content:

Peter: That was a fantastic party.

Mary: [scornfully] Fantastic!
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Much more could be said…

I don’t have time to explore S&W’s theory of irony, the empirical support for this view, or 
the criticisms that have been raised against it.

There is also more to be said about the fact that metaphor and irony get different
accounts in RT, as should be clear from the previous slides.

S&W appeal to the experimental literature on children’s theory of mind development to 
support their claims.

Also, the chapter you read has a brief account of how they use their notion of higher-
order explicatures to give an account of speech acts and differences in illocutionary force, 
say between stating, asking, promising, requesting, and so on.

Modularity

Section 5 of the chapter by S&W discusses the issue of whether pragmatic processes are 
modular or non-modular.

Their earlier view had been that pragmatic processes are “central” inferential processes on a 
par with those used in action explanation.

They are now skeptical of this and have moved to the idea that utterance interpretation 
works according to a “dedicated inferential mechanism” or a “fast and frugal heuristic” (p. 
625) that automatically computes hypotheses about speaker meaning on the basis of 
linguistic and other evidence.

This mechanism may be connected to a theory of mind module (ToMM) that comes online in 
stages, as children mature.
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Some experimental results

Wason’s Four Card task: 
Sperber and his colleagues have shown that one can get people to be more accurate on this 
task by making the correct answer easier and/or more rewarding to derive. That is, they 
manipulate the effort-effect equation and show that behavior changes as a result.
Experiments on time-telling: 
Sperber and his colleagues have shown that under certain conditions people will speak
loosely and report the time as, say, 2:00pm even though their watch displays the time as 
1:57:36pm

Conceptual vs. procedural meaning
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Illustrative examples of distinctions

(A) Most content words; e.g., nouns, verbs, adjectives, adverbs, prepositions etc. This category 
includes manner adverbials.

(B) Sentence adverbials (including illocutionary adverbials); e.g., ‘seriously’, ‘frankly’, ‘confidentially’, 
etc.

(C)  (Grice’s conventional implicatures would fit in here, but like Bach, S&W deny that there are any 
conventional implicatures)

(D) The character encoded by pronouns and other indexicals; e.g. ‘I’ encodes the rule that it refers 
to the speaker of the token.

(E) Illocutionary force indicators and discourse particles (e.g., the hearsay particle re in Sissala)

(F) Discourse connectives such as inferential ‘so’, ‘after all’, etc.


