
Relevance Theory

Over the past twenty years, relevance theory has become a key area of

study within semantics and pragmatics. In this comprehensive new

textbook, Billy Clark introduces the key elements of the theory and

how they interconnect. The book is divided into two parts, first

providing an overview of the essential machinery of the theory, and

second exploring how the original theory has been extended, applied

and critically discussed. Clark offers a systematic framework for

understanding the theory from the basics up, building a complete

picture, and providing the basis for advanced research across a range of

topics. With this book, students will understand the fundamentals of

relevance theory, its origins in the work of Grice, the relationship it has

to other approaches, and its place within recent developments and

debates.

billy clark is a senior lecturer in English Language in the School of

Media and Performing Arts at Middlesex University. He has considerable

experience teaching relevance theory at undergraduate and postgraduate

level and was editor of the ‘Foundations of Linguistics’ section for the

Encyclopedia of Language and Linguistics edited by Keith Brown.

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-87820-3 - Relevance Theory
Billy Clark
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521878203
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-87820-3 - Relevance Theory
Billy Clark
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521878203
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


CAMBRIDGE TEXTBOOKS IN LINGUISTICS

General editors: p. austin, j . bresnan, b. comrie, s . crain, w. dressler,

c. ewen, r. lass, d. lightfoot, k. rice, i . roberts, s . romaine,

n.v. smith.

Relevance Theory

www.cambridge.org© in this web service Cambridge University Press

Cambridge University Press
978-0-521-87820-3 - Relevance Theory
Billy Clark
Frontmatter
More information

http://www.cambridge.org/9780521878203
http://www.cambridge.org
http://www.cambridge.org


In this series:

d. a. cruse Lexical Semantics

a. radford Transformational Grammar
m. garman Psycholinguistics

g. g. corbett Gender

h. j . giegerich English Phonology

r. cann Formal Semantics
j . laver Principles of Phonetics

f. r. palmer Grammatical Roles and Relations

m. a. jones Foundations of French Syntax

a. radford Syntactic Theory and the Structure of English: A Minimalist Approach
r. d. van valin, jr, and r. j . lapolla Syntax: Structure, Meaning and Function

a. duranti Linguistic Anthropology

a. cruttenden Intonation Second edition

j . k. chambers and p. trudgill Dialectology Second edition

c. lyons Definiteness

r. kager Optimality Theory

j . a . holm An Introduction to Pidgins and Creoles
g. g. corbett Number

c. j . ewen and h. van der hulst The Phonological Structure of Words

f. r. palmer Mood and Modality Second edition

b. j . blake Case Second edition

e. gussman Phonology: Analysis and Theory

m. yip Tone

w. croft Typology and Universals Second edition

f. coulmas Writing Systems: An Introduction to their Linguistic Analysis

p. j . hopper and e. c. traugott Grammaticalization Second edition

l. white Second Language Acquisition and Universal Grammar

i . plag Word-Formation in English
w. croft and a. cruse Cognitive Linguistics

a. siewierska Person

a. radford Minimalist Syntax: Exploring the Structure of English
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Preface

Aims

The main aim of this book is to provide an introduction to relevance

theory. Relevance theory aims to describe and explain how humans understand

the world and how we understand each other. In other words, it is a theory of

both cognition and communication. In neither case, however, does the theory

attempt to say all that there is to say about the phenomenon it aims to explain.

On cognition, the theory makes a claim about how we allocate our cognitive

resources in general but does not make specific claims about the majority of

cognitive systems and processes. On communication, the theory makes a claim

about how we use cognitive resources when we recognise that someone has

openly produced an act of intentional communication, verbal or nonverbal, but

it has less to say about covert or accidental forms of information transmission.

In other words, relevance theory aims to tell part of the story of how we think

and understand the world (cognition) and how we convey thoughts and under-

stand each other (communication).

Relevance theory has been influential in a number of areas but it has arguably

been most influential in the area of linguistic pragmatics, which aims to explain

how we understand each other when we communicate in language. The book

focuses mainly on linguistic communication but it also considers some cases of

nonverbal communication, what the theory has to say about cognition more

generally and the relationship between the accounts of cognition and of com-

munication. While the explanation of communication presupposes assumptions

about cognition, neither account fully depends on the other (one could be shown

to be false while the other is broadly true, and vice versa). The book aims to

explain the technical notion of ‘relevance’ assumed by the theory, the meaning

of the claim that human cognition is ‘geared’ towards the maximisation of

‘relevance’, and the ways in which considerations of relevance guide the

processes of human communication (for communicators and audiences).

Key features

I have written this book with more than one audience in mind.

It should be useful for readers with no prior knowledge of linguistic pragmatics

xv
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or relevance theory, for readers who have done some work on these previ-

ously, and for more advanced researchers who are looking to develop their

understanding of this theory in particular. In later chapters, fairly recent ideas

are explained and critically discussed with a view to developing the debate in

some areas.

I have tried to write in an accessible style and to keep things as simple as

possible. Of course, the extent to which things can be kept simple depends

partly on the nature of the topics being discussed and the book covers some

fairly tricky topics. While the level of difficulty varies from chapter to chapter,

the chapters build on each other to some extent. You should find that you can

follow the argument overall if you work through the book in order and do not try

to move on before you are fairly confident at each stage about your understand-

ing of the discussion so far. Some parts of the book may be usable as stand-

alone readings. The first section of the book (Chapters 1 to 4) could be used to

introduce the main assumptions of relevance theory, its origins in previous work

and its relationship to other approaches.

Organisation

The book is divided into two main Parts. Part I, consisting of the first

four chapters, provides a relatively uncritical overview of the main parts of the

theory, explaining what it aims to achieve and how it attempts to do this. As

with any theory, all of the important assumptions of the theory are open to

debate. At this stage, the focus is mainly on presenting the theory clearly. More

critical discussion is reserved until Part II. Chapter 1 contains a brief summary

of the main ideas behind the theory so that you can begin to develop a sense of

what it is trying to achieve and how. Chapters 2, 3 and 4 flesh this out in distinct

ways. Chapter 2 considers the origins of the theory, mainly in the work of Paul

Grice, and its relationship to other post-Gricean work. Chapter 3 looks more

closely at the definition of relevance and the two Principles of Relevance which

constitute the main general claims made by the theory. Chapter 4 considers how

they are used in explaining cognition and communication. By the end of

Chapter 4, you will have been introduced to the essential machinery of the

theory and you should be able to propose and test your own relevance-theoretic

explanations of particular utterances and other communicative phenomena. You

should also be ready to interrogate the ideas more closely and to look in more

detail at specific components of the theory. Part II of the book helps you to do

this in two ways. First, it explores particular theory-internal notions in more

detail. Second, it considers ways in which the original theory has been extended,

applied and critically discussed. Chapters in Part II of the book will help you to

extend your understanding of the details of the theory and also to consider

various kinds of critical discussion and responses to that criticism. Taken as a

whole, the book presents a comprehensive overview of the main features of the

xvi Preface
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theory so that readers should understand the fundamentals, the relationship to

other approaches, and a number of relevant developments and debates.

Each chapter discusses and illustrates the relevant ideas and contains a

number of exercises which can be used to test your understanding. There are

further exercises on the book’s website at: www.cambridge.org/billyclark.

The exercises are designed to be suitable for classroom work and also for

working through on your own. The website also contains suggested answers

so that you can check whether you are on the right track. Of course, in many

cases there is no one definitively correct answer so these often indicate the

direction in which you might develop an answer rather than just stating what the

answer should be. While the exercises can be saved until the end of the chapter,

some of them are designed to be tackled at the point in the chapter where they

appear. My own view is that all of the exercises will be most effective if you

pause to work on them when they are introduced and then read on. You might,

of course, prefer to read through a chapter first if you are in a hurry or if you

believe that you already have a reasonable understanding of the topics being

discussed.

Key notions in the theory are briefly explained in an Appendix at the end of

the book. This can be used to check your understanding of these notions and it

can also be read as a quick reminder of the key components of the theory.

Technical terms are presented in bold at critical points in the text. There are a

number of other typographical conventions adopted in the text, explained more

fully on page xix. For ease of understanding, in examples with an unnamed

speaker or communicator, the communicator will be referred to with a female

pronoun and the addressee with a male pronoun. For consistency, when com-

municators are named, the communicator will usually be thought of as female

and the addressee as male.

At the end of each chapter, there are brief suggestions for initial further

reading on topics just covered. The resources section at the end of the book

lists some key reading on relevance theory, including useful websites, and

concludes with a fuller bibliography containing all of the sources mentioned

in the book.
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Typographical conventions

There are a number of typographical conventions used during the book, some of

which are standard conventions and some of which I have adopted just for this

book. Here are the ones I think you may not already be aware of.

bold text technical terms

italics linguistic expressions / wordforms

{curly brackets and concepts

small capital letters}

small capital letters concepts (i.e. brackets are sometimes omitted

for simplicity)

{curly brackets and

small capital letters}*

‘adjusted’, or ‘ad hoc’, concepts (see Chapter 8)

(asterisk indicates adjustment)

{curly brackets and

small capital letters}**

distinct ‘adjusted’, or ‘ad hoc’, concepts

(an extra asterisk is added for each adjustment)

small capital letters* ‘adjusted’, or ‘ad hoc’, concepts with brackets

omitted for simplicity

‘inverted commas’ interpretations

[__________________] representations of inferences to be made

blank slots in square brackets

with text beneath

(with linguistically encoded guidance as to how

to fill the slot shown beneath it)

[text in square brackets] material which has been inferred in fleshing out

semantic representations to derive explicatures

To sum up and partly illustrate this, linguistic forms are represented in italics,
concepts in {curly brackets and small capital letters}, interpret-

ations in ‘single quotation marks’. For example, we might say that the linguistic

form (or word) music names the concept {music} and that someone who utters

it in a specific context might mean to communicate that ‘listening to music is

one of my hobbies’.
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