
Short Course in Relevance Theory 

Week 1: 
Overview of relevance theory and plans for the course 

Billy Clark 
b.clark@mdx.ac.uk



Aims for the course

o  To introduce and discuss some key ideas of relevance theory

o  To consider some ways of testing, applying and developing these 
ideas

o  To adjust the scope of the course to reflect your specific 
interests . . .



Course overview

Week 1: Introducing the course and a quick overview of the theory
 
Week 2: The semantics-pragmatics distinction: explicature, 

implicature, concepts and procedures
 
Week 3: Figurative language: metaphor and irony
 
Week 4: Testing and developing the theory: intuition, experiments 

and applications

Let me know if there are specific things you’d like to focus on!



Things we’ll look at today

o  Introductions (me, you, the course)

o  Things which pragmatic theories aim to explain

o  How relevance theory attempts to explain them (central ideas)

o  Differences between relevance theory and Grice’s approach

o  General discussion and thoughts about future sessions



Introductions

o  I’ll say a little about me and the course now, and ask some 
questions about all of you



An example

With a partner, discuss example (1) and make some comments on the 
nature of pragmatic inferences involved in it:

(1) Andy: Hi there, how you doing?
Bella: (sighs) I’ve been better



Paul Grice

o  Usually taken to have provided the 
starting point for most later work in 
pragmatics

o  Key idea: underlyingly rational 
principles govern the interpretation 
of utterances in context

I’m not planning to say much today 
about the principles he proposed, i.e. 
his ‘maxims’ of conversation, but I will 
if you ask me to . . .  



A Gricean account (and what it misses out)

o  Can you indicate what Grice’s approach would have said about the 
exchange in (1)?

o  Can you identify some things which his account does not address but 
which we would expect a pragmatic theory to explain?



Gricean accounts

A is writing a testimonial about a pupil who is a 
candidate for a philosophy job, and his letter 
reads as follows: ‘Dear Sir, Mr. X's command of 
English is excellent, and his attendance at 
tutorials has been regular. Yours, etc.’

(Grice 1975: 52)

What is said: Mr X’s command of English is excellent and Mr. X’s 
attendance at tutorials has been regular.

What is implicated: Mr. X is no good at philosophy.

What is missing here?



Gricean accounts

Andy: Have you seen The Chase yet?
Bella: I don’t watch horror films.

Bella said: Bella does not watch horror films

Bella implicated: Bella has not seen The Chase

What is missing here?



Some things Grice’s account misses out

Anything inferred which isn’t a strong implicature, including:

a.  Other implicatures

b.  Inferences about ‘what is said’

c.  Speaker inferences

d.  Inferences made before during and after utterances

e.  Nonverbal communication

f.  ‘Non-propositional’ representations (imagistic, affective/emotive 
responses, effects involving the sensorimotor system (as 
discussed in work on ‘embodied cognition’



Relevance theory

o  Developed by Dan Sperber and 
Deirdre Wilson

(Deirdre was one of Grice’s students. 
She typed up his William James 
lectures, making it possible for them to 
be circulated before they were 
published)

o  Developed from critical discussion 
of Grice’s work

o  Based on one central insight . . .



Pay no attention to this slide



The insight (roughly)

o  Making clear to someone that you intend to communicate 
something to them creates fairly precise expectations which 
constrain interpretations of that behaviour

o  Put another way:

making manifest an intention to communicate automatically 
makes manifest the assumption that (the communicator believes 
that) there is an interpretation that it will be worth the addressee’s 
while to work out.

o  Relevance theory can be seen as a more technical elaboration of 
this idea.



An example

One way in which Sperber and Wilson (1995: 48-49) illustrate this is 
with the example of Peter and Mary sitting on a park bench when a 
friend they consider boring appears in the distance . . .



More details: relevance

In developing their account, Sperber and Wilson proposed a technical 
notion of relevance defined in terms of cognitive effects and effort

Two intuitions lie behind this idea:

a. that the more effects something has the more relevant it is

b.  that the more effort involved in deriving effects from something 
the less relevant it is

Compare examples (5)-(7) on the handout and see if you can see how 
they illustrate this



Varying amounts of relevance

(5) a. It’s going to rain
b. It’s going to snow

 
(6) a. It’s going to rain

b. It’s going to rain and five times twenty-five is one 
hundred and twenty five

 
(7) a. It’s going to rain

b. It’s going to rain in Inverness on the 29th of September 3014
 



More details: principles of relevance

o  Using this technical notion of relevance, Sperber and Wilson 
proposed two Principles of Relevance:

a. a Cognitive Principle (which applies to cognition)

b. a Communicative Principle (which applies to ostensively 
communicative acts)



Cognitive Principle of Relevance

Human cognition tends to be geared to the maximisation of relevance

(Where ‘maximising’ relevance means trying to derive as many 
effects as possible for as little effort as possible)



Communicative Principle of Relevance

Every ostensive stimulus conveys a presumption of its own 
optimal relevance

(Where ‘optimal’ relevance means that it provides enough effects to 
justify the effort involved in deriving them without putting the 
addressee to unnecessary effort in deriving them)



a.  The ostensive stimulus is relevant enough to be worth the audience’s 
processing effort

b. It is the most relevant one compatible with the communicator’s abilities and 
preferences

Presumption of Optimal Relevance



Maximal and optimal relevance

o  As many effects as possible for as little effort as possible

o  Enough effects to justify processing and no unnecessary effort



Relevance-guided comprehension heuristic

a.  Follow a path of least effort in computing cognitive effects: test 
interpretive hypotheses (disambiguations, reference resolutions, 
implicatures, etc.) in order of accessibility

b. Stop when your expectations of relevance are satisfied (or 
abandoned)



An example

One example Sperber and Wilson have used to show how relevance-
theoretic ideas can account for interpretations is this one:

(8) There’s a cat outside

They claim that we can apply relevance-theoretic ideas to explain why, 
if I said this to you now, you would think I meant an everyday domestic 
cat rather than something like a tiger or a leopard.

Can you explain why?



Explaining examples

See if you can explain the differences between the pairs of examples in 
(9) and (10) on the handout using the relevance-theoretic ideas we 
have just discussed:

(9) a. How are you?
b. How are you these days?

 
(10) a. Fine, thanks.

b. (pause) Fine, thanks.



Some key points about relevance theory

o  It is not just a development of Grice’s approach

o  It proposes pragmatic principles to be understood as law-like 
generalisations rather than anything like ‘maxims’ (hence it is 
usually termed a ‘post-Gricean’ but not a ‘neo-Gricean approach)

o  It sees much greater scope for pragmatic principles than Grice 
discussed

o  It is far more explicit than Grice’s programmatic suggestions 
(despite the name, Grice did not claim to have developed an explicit 
‘theory’; he also never used the term ‘pragmatics’ in the sense in 
which pragmaticists use it today)

o  It has been applied in a wide range of areas 



More examples

o  There are more examples on the handout to think about during the 
week (or maybe briefly now)



Next week

o  We might say a bit more about differences between relevance 
theory and Grice’s approach

o  The main things I plan to focus on are the semantics-pragmatic 
distinction, the distinction between explicatures and implicatures, 
and the conceptual-procedural distinction

o  There is some advance reading on the handout



Questions and discussion

o  We’ll finish by discussing any questions you have and/or anything 
else you’d like to talk about

o  (And we can carry on over a cuppa if anybody has time to stay for a 
bit) 


