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1. Introduction

As you all know, communication does not always succeed. [ should
know : I have failed to communicate many times since [ have been in
Japan. Of course, this was because of my inability to speak Japanese
or because I very arrogantly assumed that my audience spoke English
as fluently as I did. However, communication failure cannot always
be attributed to the fact that speaker and hearer do not speak each
other’s language. Knowing each other’s language does not guarantee
communicative success. There are all sorts of other reasons why
communication might fail. For example, communication may fail
because the hearer does not recognize that the speaker is com-
municating with her and hence does not bother paying attention to
the speaker’s utterance. If you intend to communicate with someone,
then you must intend that they recognize that this is your intention.
And then even if the hearer does recognize that the speaker is
communicating with her, she may fail to recognize what it is the
speaker is communicating. There are always different ways to inter-
pret an utterance, and as you know, hearers do not always interpret
an utterance in the way that the speaker intended. For example, the
sentence the speaker utters may have more than one meaning, only
one of which is intended by the speaker, and the hearer may for some
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reason construe it in a way that is not intended. This is, what is going

L]

Cabman, J

on in this cartoon.

Now, this lecture is not going to be about why we find cartoons or
utterances funny: not all cartoons and utterances achieve their
humorous effects in the way that this does; and even if they did, I
don’t think I would be able to begin to explain what it is about our
so-called sense of humour that makes us laugh or smile at Calman’s
depiction of communicative failure. In any case, what is going on in
this cartoon is not always funny. Moreover, I'm sure we have come
across people who think it is funny to behave as if they have recover-
ed an interpretation of your utterance which is manifestly not the one
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intended, but who only succeed in being exasperating. For example,
when I wish to put sugar in my coffee and ask my daughter for a
spoon by producing the utterance in (1), I am not amused when she
simply says ‘Yes, I can’, and does nothing more.

(1) Can you pass me a spoon?

And I doubt if I would be amused if someone who I had asked to blow
up some balloons for a birthday party asked where I kept the
dynamite. The point is that whether or not I smile at my daughter 1
know that she knows that I do not expect her to interpret (1) simply
as a question about her ability to pass a spoon. Similarly, whether or
not we smile at the Calman cartoon, we know that Calman knows
that we would not expect anyone to interpret the slogan in (2) as an
advertisement that the speaker was giving away women for free.
(2) Free women

But this raises the question of why the speaker of (1) or (2) is
justified in assuming that it will be interpreted in the way that it is
intended. After all, from a linguistic point of view, my daughter’s silly
interpretation of my request is a possible interpretation of (1) -
indeed, you may even be able to think of situations in which it was the
one intended. And equally, from a linguistic point of view, there is
nothing to stop anyone from entertaining the silly interpretation of (2)
as a possibility.

Notice that I say ‘from a linguistic point of view'. What I am going
to show in the first part of this lecture is that if utterances only had
linguistic properties, then there would be no constraint on the way
that people interpret utterances. That would mean that every time
you produced an utterance you could expect it to be understood in
any of a number of different ways. And it would mean that there is
nothing funny or unusual about what is going on in Calman’s cartoon.

But surely, you might say, the interpretation of an utterance must
be constrained to some extent by its linguistic properties. Consider
my utterance in (1). Surely, even my silly daughter would not inter-
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pret it as a question about whether she could pass me a table or
rhinocerous. And surely, the slogan in (2) could only be interpreted
either as an advertisement that the speaker was giving away women
for nothing or as a recommendation that women should be liberated.
It could not, for example, be interpreted as an advertisement for free
cars or as a recommendation that linguistics should be abolished.
This is true. The grammar does determine a range of possible inter-
pretations. But it is only a range. And the hearer has to somehow
work out which of these is the one intended.

2. Why we need pragmatics : explicit content

Let me begin, then, by making a catalogue of the ways in which the
grammatically determined meaning of an utterance falls short of
being a complete interpretation. This is not intended to be a complete
list, but is intended simply to give you an idea of the extent of the
problem. In the first place, hearers are expected to be able to identify
the proposition that the speaker is expressing or, in other words, its
truth conditional content. But of course, it does not take long to see

that knowing just the meanings of the words uttered is not enough for
being able to identify what state of affairs the speaker is intending to
represent by his utterance. Consider the examples in (3-6) :

(3) She blew up the mattress.

(4) Everyone was there.

(5) He wondered if they were free.

(6) She ran too fast.

In (3) we know that some female person blew up a particular
mattress. But we do not know the identity of either the person or the
mattress. Nor do we know whether she blew the mattress up with an
explosive and destroyed it or whether she just blew it up with air and
inflated it. In (4) we know that everyone in some domain was some-
where. But where? And does the speaker mean everyone in the world?
Or just everyone in the family or everyone who the speaker thinks is
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important. In (5) we have the problem of identifying the referents of
he and them. But we also have problem of identifying which sense of
free is intended - free from tyranny, free to have lunch or available
for no cost? And in (6) apart from the problem of assigning reference
of she we also have the problem of identifying what she ran too fast
for - too fast to be safe, too fast to catch, or too fast to see.

Now, it is generally agreed that people don’t just recover the
propositional content from an utterance. After all, you can say that
all of the examples in (7) have the same propositional content, namely
one which is true in a state of affairs in which Anna is leaving. But
clearly they will not be interpreted in the same way.

(7) (a) Anna is leaving.

(b) Is Anna leaving?

(c) Anna, leave.
As you may know, it is sometimes said that the differences between
these utterances lie in the differences between the speech acts which
they are used to perform. Thus (7a) communicates the information in
(8a), (7b) communicates the information in (8b) and (7¢) communicates
the information in (8c).
(8) (a) The speaker is saying that Anna is leaving.

(b) The speaker is asking whether Anna is leaving.

(c) The speaker is telling Anna to leave.

There is a lot more that I could (and should) say about this account
of the interpretation of these utterances. But then I would never get
to my main point, which is that information about the speech act the
speaker intended to perform is not necessarily determined by the
grammatical properties of the utterance.

But if it isn't how did I know that, for example, (7b) is used to
communicate the information in (7¢)? Surely, [ knew that the speaker
was asking whether Anna is leaving (rather than saying that she is or
telling her to leave) because of its syntactic properties: it is an
interrogative (with changed word order) rather than an indicative or
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an imperative). It is true that so-called mood can play a role. But in
many cases the linguistic mood of an utterance is only a clue. It is
possible, for example, that in certain situations a speaker could utter
(7a) (that is, the indicative sentence) in order to ask whether Anna is
leaving or to tell Anna to leave. And I can also imagine a situation in
which a speaker might utter (7b) in order to tell Anna to leave.

Moreover, linguistic mood does not help us when we are trying to
identify the speaker’s attitude towards the proposition that she has
expressed. For example, is the speaker of (7a) communicating that
she is certain that Anna is leaving or is she just communicating that
she believes that it is possible that Anna is leaving. Is the speaker of
(7c) communicating that she wants Anna to leave or that it is advis-
able from Anna’s point of view that she should leave? These are all
possible interpretations of these utterances, but there is nothing in
their linguistic form which helps the hearer decide which one is
intended.

However, although the linguistic form of an utterance like (7a) may
not encode the information in (9), it at least provides a sort of
blueprint for recovering it.

(9) The speaker believes that it is possible that Anna is leaving.

That is, we build the proposition in (9) up out of the linguistic
meaning and the context and the result of this building process is
inevitably much richer than the linguistic meaning. [ am going to call
propositions that are recovered by builing up or developing the
linguistic meaning of utterances explicatures or the explicit content

of utterances.

So going back to our example in (3), we can say that the proposi-
tion that the speaker intended to express is a development of the
linguistically determined form or blueprint in (10):

(3) She blew up the mattress.
(10) Either (i) some female person inflated some mattress with air
or (ii) some female person used an explosive to destroy
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some mattress
We obtain the explicature or explicit content by filling in the

values for the variable expressions (like some female) and choosing

between the two alternative forms.

But how? If the explicature is richer than the linguistic meaning,
then clearly we must need something else in the building up process
- we must go beyond the linguistic meaning. As you will have realized
by now, our building up process involves what is generally called the
context - that is, our assumptions about the world. It is fairly easy to
imagine how two different hearers with different sets of assumptions
might interpret (3). For example, given the assumption that the
speaker’s daughter, Anna, was preparing her room for an overnight
visit by her friend, a hearer will go for option (10i) and give she the
value Anna and the mattress the value the mattress which Anna’s

friends sleep on. However, given the assumption that the speaker

believes that the hearer wishes to know how the female villain in the
detective novel the speaker is reading managed to destroy the evi-
dence which had been hidden in the mattress, the hearer will go for
the other option and give the variable expressions other values.

I have been assuming that the explicatures of an utterance are the

assumptions which the hearer takes the speaker to have intended to
communicate. Since the explicatures that the hearer recovers depend
on the contextual assumptions that are used in filling out the linguis-
tically determined meaning of the utterance, this must mean that the
hearer can somehow identify which contextual assumptions the
speaker intended her to use. Surely the possibilities are enormous :
lets just take the problem of assigning reference to she (or filling in
the value of some female person). How many female people do you

know? How is it that the speaker can intend the hearer to use his
contextual assumptions about the world to determine which female
person she intends to refer to when these assumptions include
assumptions about any number of female persons. The point is that
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I made it look too easy when I narrowed it down to a choice between
two scenarios. I didn’t explain why a hearer would go for either of
these assumptions given the range of the contextual assumptions that
he might (in principle) have used. So the question is: how does the
hearer select the context in the recovery of explicit content?

3. Why we need pragmatics : implicit content

This is the main question that I want to talk about in this lecture.
But before I do, I just want to show that the question of how we use
contextual assumptions in the recovery of explicatures is not the only
question we need to answer for a theory of how we interpret utter-
ances : the recovery of explicatures is only one aspect of utterance
interpretation. In particular, hearers are also expected to recover
assumptions which cannot be derived from enriching the linguistic
meaning of utterances. Let me give you an example. Suppose that a
speaker produces (3) in the dialogue in (11):

(11) A : Does your mother know that I am staying the night?

B : She blew up the mattress. (=(3)

As we have seen, the hearer of (11B) needs to flesh out the
propositional form of (10) in order to recover the intended explicit
content of the utterance. Intuitively, it seems clear that the result of
this enrichment process in this situation will be the explicature in
(12):

(12) B’s mother inflated the mattress used for overnight quests with

air.

However, this is surely not the end of the interpretation process.
We also need to be able to explain how the hearer is also able to
derive the assumption in (13):

(13) B’s mother knows that A is staying the night.

This assumption, in contrast with the one in (12) is not derived by
developing or building on the linguistic meaning of (11B). It is com-
pletely unrelated to the linguistic meaning of (11B). In a different
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situation - for example, the dialogue in (14) - the hearer might derive
a completely different assumption, namely (15) :
(14) A Did she get rid of all the photographs.

B: She blew up the mattress.
(I5) She got rid of all the photographs.
[ will call the assumptions in (13) and (15) implicitly communicated
assumptions or implicatures. As I have said, they contrast with

explicatures in that they are not derived by using contextual assump-
tions to develop or enrich linguistically determined meanings. Rather
they are derived by combining contextual assumptions explicit con-
tent in inferences. For example, if the hearer recovers the explicature
in (12) and if he combines this with the assumption in (16), then he will
derive the implicated conclusion in (13) :
(12) B’s mother inflated the mattress used for overnight guests with
air (explicit content of (11B)
(16) If B’s mother inflated the mattress with air, she knows that A
is staying the night (contextual assumption)
(13) B’s mother knows that A is staying the night (implicature)
The use of different contextual assumptions will of course yield a
different conclusion. This means that the hearer’s problem in work-
ing out what the intended implicit content is is just the same as his
problem in working out the intended explicit content : what are the
contextual assumptions that will yield the intended interpretation. In
fact, if I had more time, I would show you that the answer is exactly
the same too. The hearer’s choice of contextual assumptions in the
interpretation of an utterance is governed by relevance. However, as
[ have said, this lecture is about the recovery of explicit content and
so this is what I shall focus on.

4. Relevance
Why are you paying attention to me at the moment - I assume that
you are paying attention? I suppose that you might say that you are
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paying attention because I am a visiting lecturer and it's only polite
to pay attention. But then you sould just pretend to be paying
attention. My question, then, is only for those of you who are really
paying attention. One answer might be that you have been told that
I might say something that is worth listening to or that as a visiting
lecturer I can be expected to say something that is worth listening to.
Now, it is probably true that lecturers who have been asked to speak
at another university do try to make sure that they say something
worth listening to - after all, they do not want to acquire a reputation
for being boring or incomprehensible. This means that you can
probably assume that [ have put quite a lot of effort into making sure
I will be worth listening to. | may be failing miserably, but you are
justified in thinking that I have tried to make sure I am worth
listening to.

But am [ really that different from anyone else who has gone to the
trouble of communicating with vou - a friend who rings you up or
sees you on the street, the shopkeeper who chats to you when you huy
your newspaper each day? Well, obviously someone who engages in
spontaneous conversation with you has not gone to much or indeed
any trouble in preparing their utterances. But when you think about
it, there is a fundamental sense in which all communicators are the
same. If someone has attempted to communicate with you and,
moreover, is making it obvious to you that they are intending to
communicate with you, and that they intend you to recognize that
they are intending to communicate with you, then it would be very
odd if they believed that it would not be worth it for you to pay
attention to them. They are surely requesting your attention because
they believe that it will be worth your while to pay attention. It is true
that people like lecturers may have more to lose if they fail to attract
the attention of their audiences, but every communicator who
requests your attention must believe that you will find it worth
paying attention.
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What makes it worth paying attention to a communicator? Accord-
ing to Sperber & Wilson, it is worth paying attention to information
to the extent that it yields cognitive effects. Cognitive effects are

simply the various ways in which a new item of information can
interact with your assumptions about the world to yield an improved
representation of the world. Here are some examples :

(i) You have planned to play football. You believe that if it is raining,
the football match will be cancelled. You look out the window and see
that it is raining. Now vou can derive the contextual implication that

the football match will be cancelled. This is information which is
derivable neither from you existing assumptions alone nor from the
new information that it is raining alone.

(ii) You lie in bed wondering what the weather is like. You hear what
you take to be rain on the window and tentatively conclude that it is
raining. When you get up and open the curtains, you see that it is
indeed raining. In this case the new information strengthens an
existing belief.

(iii) You lie in bed and hear what you take to be rain on the window.
You get up and see that it is not raining and that the noise was caused
by a tree rustling in the wind. In this case, the new information
contradicts an existing assumption and causes you to eliminatate it.

Notice that none of these were examples of communication. They
were effects derived from somebody’s decision to pay attention to
something that happens, a phenomenon. However, the claim is that in
each case you choose to pay attention to a phenomenon because you
are hoping to derive cognitive effects. However, cognitive effects are
not free: they cost effort - mental effort. Suppose someone vou see
pictures on television of a terrible rain storms in England. [ am sure
that you can think up a context in which this information does have
cognitive effects, but clearly this involves some effort of imagination.
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In contrast, the effort that I need to derive cognitive effects from this
information will be considerably less since I have much more readily
accessible contextual assumptions which I can use for their deriva-
tion (the information will trigger highly accessible assumptions about
my leaking roof or my daughter’s plans to play outdoors).

The most basic assumption in relevance theory is that in processing
information people aim to derive as many cognitive effects as pos-
sible for the least amount of processing effort or that in information
processing people aim to miximize relevance.

This is a claim about information processing in general. However,
linguists are not so much interested in human information processing
as in communication, that is, in cases where someone not only intends
to communicate information but also actively helps the hearer recog-
nize that this is his intention. Now as we have just seen, it is in the
interest of anyone processing information to obtain the most
cognitive effects for the least amount of effort - that is, to maximize
relevance. However, clearly, a hearer would not be justified in

expecting maximal relevance from a communicator. In the first

place, it may not be possible for a communicator to give the most
relevant information : this may be because he simply does not have it
or it may be because there are reasons (having to do with tact or
ethics, company law or privacy) for the communicator not feeling
able to give the most relevant information. I am sure, for example,
that my students would find it extremely relevant to know what is in
their examination paper before they sit it, but of course I am not able
to tell them. On the effort side, a hearer is not always justified in
expecting maximal relevance either. It may not always be within a
communicator’s capabilities to produce an utterance which requires
less processing effort than any other that he might have made.
Formulating utterances in the most hearer friendly way requires
effort and indeed skill, and a communicator may be too tired, too
drunk, too harrassed or too engrossed with a desire to show off his
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extensive knowledge of technical vocabulary to produce elegant, easy
to process utterances.

On the other hand, as I have suggested, paying attention to an
utterance and processing it involves some effort from the hearer, and
it is clearly not in the speaker’s interest to demand this effort from
the hearer if it does not yield any rewards - i.e. cognitive effects. This
means the hearer is enitled to expect that the utterance is at least
relevant enough to be worth processing. At the same time, however,
it is in the speaker’s interest (and of course the hearer’s interest) to
achieve a greater degree of relevance if this is possible. Communica-
tors do, after all, want to hold their audience’s attention, and they
have a much better chance of doing this if they are not boring or
unintelligible - or in other words, if the utterances they produce are
the most relevant ones possible given their abilities and interests.

What all this adds up to is something that Sperber and Wilson call
optimal relevance :

Definition : an utterance is optimally relevant if and only if :

(a) the utterance is relevant enough for it to be worth the hearer’s
effort to process it; and
(b) the utterance is the most relevant compatible with the speaker’s
abilities and preferences.

And what | was saying about communication was what Sperber &
Wilson call their communicative principle of relevance :

The communicative principle of relevance : every act of overt com-

munication communicates a presumption of its own optimal rele-
vance.

Now clearly, this cannot mean that every utterance is in fact
optimally relevant. A speaker may be mistaken about what is rele-
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vant to a hearer. For example, you might gesture towards an empty
seat in a lecture theatre not realizing that I have seen it already. In
this case, my expectation that the utterance actually achieves opti-
mal relevance will be a false expectation. However, this is not to say
that I am not able to see how you thought your gesture was relevant
or that I do not have an expectation about the attempted relevance

of the gesture. And clearly, it is not difficult to see that at this level
- the level of attempted relevance - your gesture is consistent with
the principle of relevance.

5. Comprehension strategy for recovering explicit content
Sperber & Wilson have claimed that this principle - the principle of
relevance - is enough on its own to account for all aspects of utter-
ance interpretation. That is, it is the basis of a theory of pragmatics.
Thus a complete relevance theoretic pragmatics would show how this
principle can be used to explain how propositional content is recover-
ed, how it can be used in the explanation of implicit content, how it
can be used to explain so-called discourse coherence, how so-called
stylistic effects can be derived from the notion of optimal relevance,
and how the identification of the speaker’s attitude towards the
proposition expressed delpends on the principle of relevance. I cannot
do all of this here. I am going to focus on just two examples which
illustrate 2 of the processes involved in the recovery of the proposi-
tion expressed - first the assignment of reference, and second, the
disambiguation of ambiquous expressions. I am not going to talk
about either of these processes in detail - just enough to show you
how the principle of relevance suggests a strategy for comprehension.
First, then let us look at an example discussed some years ago by
Jerry Katz in 1972 (when the president of the USA was George Bush).
He asks us to think about the case of someone who walks up and
down outside the White House with a sign reading :
(17) GEORGE BUSH IS A CROOK
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When he is prosecuted for libel his lawyer argues that his client was
not intending to refer to the President but to a local businessman who
had cheated him. The question is why this defense is bound to fail.
Katz’s answer is intuitively plausible - if he had intended to refer to
George Bush the businessman then he would have made it clear by
say using some qualifying expression (George Bush of Sandy Lane/
George Bush the grocer). His answer can also be given a relevance
theoretic foundation. The point is that, uttered/produced outside the
White House, (17) has a highly accessible interpretation which does
yield contextual effects. Since it is highly accessible, it can be
assumed to be the interpretation which a speaker who is trying to
optimize relevance by ensuring adequate effects for minimal cost
would have intended. If the speaker had intended the interpretation in
which George Bush referred to the local businessman then he would

have put any hearer to the effort of first recovering the accessible
interpretation, and then looking for an alternative interpretation and
then somehow deciding between the two. And as we have seen, this is
not in the interests of a communicator who wants to produce the
most relevant interpretation possible. Moreover, it is reasonable to
assume that it would have been within the speaker’s capatilities to
have somehow reformulated his utterance in such a way that would
have spared the hearer this effort.
Now let us go back to the example which we began with.

(2} Free women

[ assume that the joke hinges on the fact that the interpretation that
has apparently been recovered by the cartoonist’s character is not the
interpretation that is manifestly intended. But why is it the interpre-
tation that is manifestly intended? Calman is assuming, quite justifi-
ably, that his readers are familiar with the kind of placards carried
by supporters of feminism or the kind of sentiments expressed by
supporters of feminisim, eg that women are the victims of male
tyranny, that they should be liberated from their condition. In other
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words, he is assuming that the utterance in (2) triggers a stereotypical
and hence highly accessible context in which it yields cognitive
effects - given this context, for example, we recognize the person
carying the placard as a supporter of the women's movement. It is of
course possible that (2) might be interpreted as an advertisement that
women are being given away free (just like a product in a super-
market), but of course this requires considerably more effort of
imagination and would not have been intended by a speaker who is
aiming for optimal relevance. Of course, it is the fact that the little
man’s question forces us to make this effort of imagination that
enables Calman to achieve the humorous effect that he intended. The
point is that in achieving this effect Calman is cashing in on the
assumption that the character carrying the cartoon like any normal
communicator is aiming for optimal relevance and therefore can be
assumed to have intended the interpretation derived from the most
accessible (and least costly) context.

In otheer words, Calman is cashing in on the fact that we use a
strategy for utterance comprehension in which once we recover
enough contextual effects to satisfy our expectation of relevance we
simply stop processing and choose this as the intended interpretation.
Or - he is cashing in on the fact that communication is not as he is
depicting it. In fact, if communication was not like this, not governed
by the principle of relevance, then he would not have succeeded in
making anyone smile. Communication is not a joke - although, of
course (thank goodness), we can communicate in order to make jokes.



