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Plan

o  Today we’ll think about ways of testing and developing ideas from 
relevance theory and from pragmatic theories in general.

o  We’ll focus in particular on the move from focusing mainly on 
intuitions to experimental work

o  We’ll also briefly consider other possible methods

o  Including applications of the theory



Questions

There are some questions on the handout for you to try to answer



Two Coins . . .

Before discussing the questions on the handout, I’ll ask you about this 
question I asked you by email:

I have two coins in my pocket 
which together add up to 30p. 
What are they, given that one 
of them is not a 10p piece?



The ark . . .

How many animals of each type did Moses bring onto the ark?



‘Billy’s got two footballs’

a)  Billy has at least two footballs but may have more than two

b)  Billy has exactly two footballs and no more than two

c)  There are enough footballs to play two matches



A plane crashes on the border of 
Spain and France.

The wreckage is scattered across 
the border.

Some of it is in France and some 
of it in Spain.

The authorities are not sure how 
to deal with the incident.

Where do you think they should 
bury the survivors?

Question



Four cards

Here are four cards. Each has a letter on one side and a number on the 
other side. Two of these cards are with the letter side up and two are with 
the number up. 

Indicate which of these cards you need to turn over in order to judge 
whether the following rule is true:

‘if there is an A on one side, there is a 7 on the other side’



Intuitions

We have used intuitions in discussing examples in other sessions in this 
course and this has been common in pragmatics in discussing examples 
like these:

‘He jumped into the pool and swam a length’

‘The shops are some distance from here’

‘I broke a finger yesterday’



From intuitions to experiments

During the 1980s and 1990s, there was a fair amount of discussion of 
the limitations of using intuitions as data

There was also scepticism about whether experimental methods 
could be used to study aspects of pragmatics.

Experimental work was developed in the 1990s and now experimental 
pragmatics is a large and growing field.

We’ll look now at a small number of experimental studies



Sperber, Cara and Girotto (1995)

Sperber, Cara and Girotto (1995) carried out experiments to 
understand the nature of the selection task (the card task we looked 
at earlier was a ‘classic’ version of this)

They used the task to test some predictions of relevance theory and 
claimed that relevance-theoretic assumptions helped to explain 
performance on the task



Sperber, Cara and Girotto (1995)

They suggested that:

o  It’s not a conditional reasoning task

o  It’s not a hypothesis evaluation task

o  It’s a ‘task of selection’

o  It’s important to be clear on what exactly participants are doing 
when carrying out the task (the majority are engaged in 
‘spontaneous inference’ rather than ‘reflective meta-inference’)

o  Relevance theory makes predictions which suggest how to make 
the task easier or harder



The ‘classic’ version is hard (most participants ‘fail’)

Here are four cards. Each has a letter on one side and a number on the 
other side. Two of these cards are with the letter side up and two are with 
the number up. 

Indicate which of these cards you need to turn over in order to judge 
whether the following rule is true:

‘if there is an A on one side, there is a 7 on the other side’



An easier version



What the task requires

o  If we understand that the key proposition in the ‘rule’ participants are 
asked about is in the form  ‘P ! Q’ then one way to be successful in 
the task is to look for evidence of the existence of cases of ‘P & not Q’

(because ‘P & not Q’ disconfirms ‘P ! Q’ )

o  The task will be easier to the extent that representations of ‘P & not Q’ 
give rise to effects

o  The task will be easier to the extent that ‘P & not Q’ is easy to 
represent





Predictions?

What do we think relevance-theoretic assumptions predict about 
performance on different versions of the task? 





Van Der Henst, Carles and Sperber (2002)

See handout for a summary of this



Gibbs and Moise (1997) carried out tests to examine what participants 
thought was ‘said’ by a range of examples such as this:

‘I’ve had breakfast’

They were interested in what participants would think was said by an 
utterance like this in particular situations, e.g. in response to the question 
‘Would you like a pancake?’ uttered at 10am.

What do you think a speaker would have said when using this utterance in 
this context?

Understanding ‘What Is Said’



Utterance:
‘I’ve had breakfast’

‘Minimal proposition’:
The speaker has had breakfast at some time before the time of utterance

‘Enriched explicature/Generalised conversational implicature’:
The speaker has eaten breakfast on the day of utterance

‘(Particularised Conversational) Implicature’:
The speaker does not want a pancake

Saying and Implicating



Claimed that their results show that people have reliable intuitions about 
what is said by an utterance, understanding this as an ‘enriched explicature’ 
rather than a ‘minimal proposition’ and that they can reliably distinguish what 
is said from what is implicated. 

Gibbs and Moise (1997)



Their results showed:

o  That participants chose ‘enriched explicature’ paraphrases of 
utterances rather than ‘minimal propositions’ when given a choice 
between the two

o  That participants chose ‘enriched explicature’ paraphrases rather 
than implicatures when given a choice between the two

o  That participants could be induced to chose ‘minimal propositions’ if 
the context favoured that reading

Gibbs and Moise (1997)



They claimed that their results supported:

o  The relevance theory view that ‘what is said’ by an utterance should 
be understood as an enriched explicature rather than a minimal 
proposition

o  Recanati’s (1989) Availability Principle:

‘In determining whether a pragmatically determined aspect of 
utterance meaning is part of what is said, that is, in making a 
decision concerning what is said, we should always try to preserve  
our pre-theoretic intuitions on the matter.’

(Recanati 1989: 310)

Gibbs and Moise (1997)



o  What do you think participants are doing when carrying out these 
tasks?

o  To what extent does this support Recanati’s Availability Principle and 
relevance theory?

Gibbs and Moise (1997)



Nicolle and Clark pointed out some problems with the experiments and 
results reported by Gibbs and Moise.

They carried out similar experiments which failed to confirm Gibbs and 
Moise claimed to have found.

Nicolle and Clark (1999)



Found that participants chose implicature paraphrases rather than 
explicature paraphrases when given the choice between these two (as 
Gibbs and Moise had done in their experiment 3).

o  Why would this be?

o  Why are the results different from those of Gibbs and Moise?

Nicolle and Clark (1999)



Nicolle and Clark (1999)



Found that implicature paraphrases were chosen from a choice of four 
responses even when wording includes ‘said that’ each time

Nicolle and Clark (1999)



Nicolle and Clark (1999)



Found that participants could be trained to differentiate ‘what was said’ from 
‘what was communicated’

Nicolle and Clark (1999)



Nicolle and Clark (1999)



Other methods and conclusions

If there’s time, I’ll say a little now about other methods before 
concluding with some thoughts on where relevance-theoretic research 
might go next



Questions and discussion


