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Week 1: Introducing the course and a quick overview of the theory 

 
1. Welcome 
 
Welcome to this short course on relevance theory. 
 
The course is primarily designed for graduate students and early career 
researchers. It aims to present an overview of relevance theory, to focus on some 
specific areas, and to consider ways of testing and developing the theory. 
 
The aim is for us to discuss ideas together and exchange thoughts about particular 
ideas, specific previous research, and possible future research directions. 
 
2. Course overview 
 
Here is what I am currently planning to focus on. We might adjust this if you have 
specific areas you would like us to focus on. 
 
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 
 

3. Examples and discussion topics 
 
3.1 Gricean accounts of utterance interpretation 
 

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

 
(2) ‘Dear Sir, Mr. X's command of English is excellent, and his attendance 

at tutorials has been regular. Yours, etc.’ (Grice 1975: 52) 
 
(3) Andy: Have you seen The Chase yet? 

Bella: I don’t watch horror films 
 
3.2 Expectations of relevance 
 

(4) Peter and Mary on the park bench (Sperber and Wilson 1995: 48-49) 
 
3.3 Relevance: effects and effort 

 
Pairs to compare:  
 
(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 
 
3.4 Relevance-theoretic explanations 

 
(8) There’s a cat outside. 

 
(9) a. How are you? 

b. How are you these days? 
 



(10) a. Fine, thanks. 
b. (pause) Fine, thanks. 
 

4. Reading 
 
I have not provided a course-specific bibliography but will provide a list of specific 
references each session 
 
Online bibliography: 
 
There is an extensive bibliography of work on relevance theory, maintained by 
Francisco Yus, at: 
 
http://personal.ua.es/francisco.yus/rt.html 
 
Main text for this course: 
 
Clark, Billy. 2013. Relevance Theory. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. 
 
Other references for today: 
 
Chapman, Siobhan. 2005. Paul Grice: Philosopher and Linguist, Palgrave 

Macmillan, Basingstoke. 
Evans, Jonathan. 1984. Heuristic and analytic processes in reasoning. British 

Journal of Psychology 75: 451–468. 
Grice, H. Paul. 1967. Logic and Conversation. The William James Lectures. 

Harvard University. Republished as Grice 1975 and in Grice 1989: 86-116. 
Grice, H. Paul. 1975. Logic and conversation. In P. Cole and J. Morgan (eds.) 

Syntax and Semantics 3: Speech Acts. Academic Press, New York: 41-58. 
Reprinted in Grice 1989: 86-116. 

Grice, H. Paul. 1989. Studies in the Way of Words. Harvard University Press, 
Cambridge MA.   

Kahneman, Daniel. 2003. A perspective on judgement and choice. American 
Psychologist 58: 697–720. 

Mercier, Hugo and Dan Sperber. 2009. Intuitive and Reflective Inferences. In J. 
Evans and K. Frankish (eds.) In Two Minds: Dual Processes and Beyond. 
Oxford University Press, Oxford. 

Sperber, Dan and Deirdre Wilson. 1986 (2nd edition 1995). Relevance: 
Communication and Cognition. Wiley-Blackwell, Oxford. 

Sperber, Dan and Deirdre Wilson. 2015. Beyond speaker meaning. Croatian 
Journal of Philosophy XV.44: 117-149. 

 
5. Some more examples to think about 
 
Here are some more examples which we might think about today or which you 
might think about before next week. Consider what you think a relevance-theoretic 
approach might say about them (and how this is different from a Gricean account). 
 
a. ‘a bloody lecture’ 
 
 Consider Prince Philip’s (final) utterance reported here: 
 

“. . . there were a few eyebrows raised when Australian celebrity 
gardener Jamie Durie corrected Prince Philip at a garden show. 
The Prince said, ‘I like your tree fern’, to which Durie answered, 
‘Actually it’s not a tree fern. It’s a member of the cycad family. 
It’s a Macrozamia moorei’. Apparently Prince Philip walked off 
saying, “I didn’t want a bloody lecture” 

 
    http://community.livejournal.com/etiquetteworld/44551.html  

 
b. ‘yeah’ 
 
 Consider the exchange reported here (the story is set in 3014 and the narrator 

is going on a semester abroad to Saturn): 
 

‘I guess I should start with the rocket launch. Derek came to say 
goodbye, which was really sweet of him, because he was 
halfway through a video game. And I was, like, “Long distance 
is going to be so hard, but I know we can make it work, because 
we’re fully invested and we love each other,” and he was, like, 
“Yeah.”’ 

 
 
 



c. Party invite 
 
 Consider this exchange (invented but based on real interactions): 
 
  Andy: Thanks for the invite to your party. It looks like I can definitely 

make it. 
 
  Bella: Great! Colin says he’s coming too! 
 
 What might Bella infer if Andy does not in fact come to the party?  
 
d. repetitions 
 
 Sperber and Wilson (1995: 219-222) discuss how relevance theory might 

account for repetitions. The compare these examples: 
 

i. (while sorting laundry) Here’s a red sock, here’s a red sock, here’s 
a blue sock . . . 

ii. There’s a fox, a fox in the garden 
iii. My childhood days are gone 

 
 Consider this extract from Viv Albertine’s 2014 memoir with the repetitive title 

Clothes, Clothes, Clothes, Music, Music, Music, Boys, Boys, Boys. Here she is 
describing how her life has been changed after hearing The Beatles singing 
Can’t Buy Me Love and, more significantly, the B-side You Can’t Do That: 

 
Now everything’s changed: I’ve found the meaning of life, hidden in the 
grooves of a flat black plastic disc. I promise myself I will get to that new 
world, but I don’t know how to make it happen. What, or who, could 
possibly get me closer to that parallel universe? I look up and down the 
street as if someone might pop put of a doorway and whisk me away, but 
all I can see are houses, houses, houses, stretching off into infinity. 

  
e. Indeterminacies in literary texts 
 
 You might consider any literary texts where some key information is vague or 

hard to be sure of, e.g. I have recently been reading Eimear McBride’s novel A 

Girl Is A Half-formed Thing where no characters have names, the setting is not 
clear, and we are often not sure who is saying a particular line 

 
 Here is the opening passage: 
 

For you. You’ll soon. You’ll give her name. In the stitches of her skin she’ll 
wear your say. Mammy me? Yes you. Bounce the bed, I’d say. I’d say 
that’s what you did. Then lay you down. They cut you round. Wait and 
hour and day. 
 Walking up corridors up the stairs. Are you alright? Will you sit, he says. 
No. I want she says. I want to see my son. Smell from dettol through her 
skin. Mops diamond floor tiles all as strong. All the burn your eyes out if 
you had some. Her heart going pat. Going dum dum dum. Don’t mind me 
she’s going to your room. See the. Jesus. What have they done? Jesus. 
Bile for. Tidals burn. Ssssh. All over. Mother. She cries. Oh no. Oh no no 
no.  

 
 
 I also recently went to see Sean Mathias’s production of Harold Pinter’s No 

Man’s Land where the relationship between the two main characters as they 
appear in Act One and in Act Two is not clear. Are they the same people? Did 
the events they describe really take place? etc.  

 
9. Reading for next time 
 
Next time, we’ll look in more detail at how relevance theorists have viewed the 
distinction between semantics and pragmatics and at two things on particular: the 
notions of explicature and implicature, and the distinction between conceptual and 
procedural meaning. Here is some reading which would be useful in advance of 
that: 
 
Clark 2013, chapters 5 and 6 (on explicature and implicature) and 11 (the section 
on concepts and procedures) 
 
Other reading on explicature and implicature: 
 
Carston, Robyn. 2002. Thoughts and Utterances. Wiley-Blackwell, Oxford. A 

thorough and detailed book-length discussion. 



 
Carston, Robyn and Alison Hall. 2011. Implicature and explicature. In Schmid, H-J. 

and D. Geeraerts (eds.) Cognitive Pragmatics. Volume 4 of Handbooks in 
Pragmatics. Mouton de Gruyter, Berlin: 47-84. A more recent, and still up-to-
date, discussion. 

 
Other reading on concepts and procedures: 
 
Blakemore, Diane. 2002. Relevance and Linguistic Meaning: The semantics and 

pragmatics of discourse markers. Cambridge University Press, Cambridge. A 
book-length discussion focusing on ‘discourse markers’ (while arguing that 
use of this term is unhelpful). 

 
Blakemore, Diane. 2007. Constraints, concepts and procedural encoding. In 

Burton-Roberts, N. (ed.) Pragmatics. Palgrave Macmillan, Basingstoke: 45-66. 
A briefer and more accessible discussion. 

 
Wilson, Deirdre and Dan Sperber. 1993. Linguistic form and relevance. Lingua 90: 

1-25. A very important paper summarising ideas about conceptual and 
procedural meaning at the time. 

 
Wilson, Deirdre. 2011. The conceptual-procedural distinction: past, present and 

future. In V. Escandell-Vidal, M. Leonetti and A. Ahern (eds.) Procedural 
Meaning: Problems and Perspectives. Emerald Group Publishing, Bingley: 3-
31. A more recent overview. 

 
Clark, Billy. 2012. Relevance theory and language change. Lingua 175-176: 139-

153. A recent paper by me considering how the notions of conceptual and 
procedural meaning can play a role in accounts of language change. Part of a 
two-part special issue on procedural meaning. 

 
 
 
 
 
 


