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Truthfulnessand Relevance
DEIRDRE WILSON AND DAN SPERBER

This paperquestionsthe widespreadview that verbalcommunicationis governedby
a maxim, norm or conventionof truthfulnesswhich appliesat the level of what is literallymeant, or what is said. Pragmaticframeworksbased on this view must explain
the frequent occurrenceand acceptabilityof loose and figurativeuses of language.
We argue againstexisting explanationsof these phenomena and provide an alternative account, based on the assumption that verbal communication is governed not
by expectations of truthfulness but by expectations of relevance, raised by literal,
loose and figurative uses alike. Sample analyses are provided, and some consequences of this alternativeaccount are explored.In particular,we arguethat the notions of 'literalmeaning'and 'whatis said'play no useful theoreticalrole in the study
of language use, and that the nature of explicit communication will have to be rethought.

1. Introduction
Here are a couple of apparentplatitudes. As speakers,we expect what
we sayto be acceptedas true. As hearers,we expect what is said to us to
be true. If it were not for these expectations, if they were not often
enough satisfied, there would be little point in communicating at all.
David Lewis (who has proposed a convention of truthfulness)and Paul
Grice (who has arguedfor maxims of truthfulness),among others,have
explored some of the consequences of these apparent platitudes. We
want to take a different line and argue that they are strictly speaking
false.Of coursehearersexpect to be informed and not misled by what is
communicated;but what is communicated is not the same as what is
said.We will arguethat languageuse is not governedby any convention
or maxim of truthfulnessin what is said. Whatevergenuine facts such a
convention or maxim was supposed to explain are better explainedby
assumingthat communicationis governedby a principleof relevance.
According to David Lewis (1975),there is a regularity(and a moral
obligation) of truthfulnessin linguisticbehaviour.This is not a convention in Lewis's sense, since there is no alternative regularity which
would be preferableas long as everyone conformed to it. However,for
any language ? of a population P, Lewis argues that there is a convenMind, Vol. 111 . 443 . July2002
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584 DeirdreWilsonand Dan Sperber
tion of truthfulness and trust in ? (an alternative being a convention of
truthfulness and trust in some other language ?'):
My proposalis that the convention wherebya populationP uses a language
? is a convention of truthfulnessand trustin ?. To be truthfulin ? is to act in
a certainway:to try never to utter any sentencesof ? that are not true in ?.
Thus it is to avoid utteringany sentenceof ? unless one believesit to be true
in ?. To be trustingin ? is to form beliefs in a certainway:to impute truthfulness in ? to others, and thus to tend to respond to another'sutteranceof
any sentence of ? by coming to believe that the utteredsentence is true in ?.
(Lewis 1975, p. 167)

Lewis considers the objection that truthfulness might not be the only
factor which needs to be taken into account, and replies as follows:
Objection:Communicationcannot be explainedby conventions of truthfulness alone. If I utter a sentence a of our language?, you-expecting me to
be truthfulin ?-will conclude that I takea to be true in ?. If you think I am
well informed, you will also concude that probablyo is true in ?. But you
will draw other conclusions as well, based on your legitimate assumption
that it is for some good reasonthat I chose to utter a ratherthan remain silent, and ratherthan utter any of the other sentencesof ? that I also take to
be true in ?. I can communicate all sorts of misinformationby exploiting
your beliefs about my conversationalpurposes,without everbeing untruthful in ?. Communicationdependson principlesof helpfulnessand relevance
as well as truthfulness.
Reply:All this does not conflictwith anythingI have said.We do conform to
conversationalregularitiesof helpfulnessand relevance.But these regularities are not independentconventions of language;they resultfrom our convention of truthfulnessand trust in ? together with certaingeneralfactsnot dependenton any convention-about our conversationalpurposesand
our beliefsabout one another.Sincethey areby-productsof a convention of
truthfulnessand trust, it is unnecessaryto mention them separatelyin specifyingthe conditions underwhich a languageis used by a population. (Lewis
1975, p. 185)

However, Lewis does not explain how regularities of relevance might be
by-products of a convention of truthfulness. One of our aims will be to
show that, on the contrary, expectations of truthfulness-to the extent
that they exist-are a by-product of expectations of relevance.
Paul Grice (1967), in his William James Lectures, sketched a theory of
utterance interpretation based on a Co-operative Principle and maxims
of truthfulness, informativeness, relevance and clarity (Quality, Quantity, Relation and Manner). The Quality maxims went as follows:
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(1) Grice'smaxims of Quality
Supermaxim: Try to make your contribution one that is true.
(i) Do not say what you believe to be false. [maxim of truthfulness]
(ii) Do not say that for which you lack adequate evidence.
The supermaxim of Quality is concerned with the speaker's overall
contribution (what is communicated, either explicitly or implicitly),
while the first and second maxims of Quality relate only to what is said
(the proposition explicitly expressed or asserted). Grice saw the first
maxim of Quality, which we will call the maxim of truthfulness, as the
most important of all the maxims. He says in the William James Lectures:
It is obvious that the observanceof some of these maxims is a matterof less
urgencythan is the observanceof others;a man who has expressedhimself
with undue prolixity would, in general, be open to milder comment than
would a man who has said somethinghe believesto be false.Indeed,it might
be felt that the importanceof at least the first maxim of Qualityis such that
it should not be included in a scheme of the kind I am constructing;other
maxims come into operation only on the assumption that this maxim of
Qualityis satisfied.While this may be correct,so faras the generationof implicaturesis concerned,it seems to play a role not totally differentfrom the
other maxims, and it will be convenient,for the presentat least, to treatit as
a member of the list of maxims. (Grice1967,p. 27)
In his 'Retrospective Epilogue', written 20 years later, this view is apparently maintained:
The maxim of Quality, enjoining the provision of contributionswhich are
genuine ratherthan spurious (truthful ratherthan mendacious), does not
seem to be just one among a numberof recipesfor producingcontributions;
it seems rather to spell out the differencebetween something's being and
(strictlyspeaking)failing to be, any kind of contribution at all. False information is not an inferior kind of information; it just is not information.
(Grice1989a,p. 371)
Notice, though, an interesting shift. While he talks of 'the maxim of
Quality', Grice's concern here is with the speaker's contribution as a
whole; indeed, there is room for doubt about whether he had the first
maxim of Quality or the supermaxim in mind. We believe that this is
not a minor detail. One of our aims is to show that the function Grice
attributes to the Quality maxims-ensuring the quality of the speaker's

This content downloaded from 185.44.79.62 on Tue, 24 Jun 2014 20:14:50 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

586 DeirdreWilsonand Dan Sperber

overallcontribution-can be more effectivelyachievedin a framework
with no maxim of truthfulnessat all.
There is a range of apparent counterexamples to the claim that
speakerstry to tell the truth. These include lies, jokes, fictions, metaphors and ironies. Lewis and Grice are well awareof these cases, and
discuss them in some detail. Grice (1967,p. 30), for instance,notes that
his maxims may be violated, and lists several categories of violation,
each with its characteristiceffects.Lies are examplesof covertviolation,
where the heareris meant to assume that the maxim of truthfulnessis
still in force and that the speakerbelieves what she has said. Jokesand
fictions might be seen as cases in which the maxim of truthfulness is
overtlysuspended(the speakerovertlyoptsout of it); the heareris meant
to notice that it is no longer operative,and is not expected to assume
that the speakerbelieves what she has said. Metaphor,irony and other
tropes representa third category:they are overtviolations(floutings)of
the maxim of truthfulness,in which the heareris meant to assume that
the maxim of truthfulness is no longer operative, but that the supermaxim of Qualityremainsin force,so that some true propositionis still
conveyed.
We will grant that a reasonable-if not optimal-treatment of lies,
jokes and fictions might be developed along these lines. Tropes, and
more generally loose uses of language (e.g. approximations, sense
extensions),presenta much more pressingchallenge.Afterall, many,if
not most, of our serious declarativeutterancesare not strictlyand literally true, either because they are figurative, or simply because we
expressourselvesloosely.
An utterancecan be said to have a literalmeaningwhich is capableof
being either true or false when the result of combining its linguistic
sense with its referenceis a proposition.We ourselvesdo not claim that
all utteranceshave a literal meaning, and we will be arguingthat even
when a literalmeaning is available,it is not automaticallythe preferred
interpretationof an utterance. In fact, literalnessplays no role in our
account of languagecomprehension,and nor does the notion of what is
said. By contrast, to those who argue that there is an expectation of
truthfulnessin what is said, literalmeanings matter.For Grice,what is
said (as distinct from what is implicated) is the literal meaning of an
utterance.For Lewis,what is said is specifiableon the basis of the utterance'sliteralmeaning.Without such an appealto literalmeaningin the
determination of what is said, the claim that there is a maxim or convention of truthfulnessin what is said would be, if not vacuous, at least
utterlyvague.
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2. The case of tropes
Lewis (1975) considers the case of tropes:
Objection:Supposethe membersof a population are untruthfulin their language ? more often than not, not because they lie, but because they go in
heavilyfor irony, metaphor,hyperbole,and such. It is hard to deny that the
language? is used by such a population.
Reply:I claim that these people are truthfulin their language?, though they
are not literallytruthfulin ?. To be literallytruthfulin ? is to be truthfulin
another languagerelatedto ?, a languagewe can call literal-?.The relation
between ? and literal-f is as follows:a good way to describef is to startby
specifyingliteral-? and then to describe? as obtained by certainsystematic
departuresfrom literal-f. This two-stage specificationof ? by way of literalf may turn out to be much simplerthan any directspecificationof ?. (Lewis
1975, p. 183)

Lewis's reply rests on a widely-shared view which dates back to classical
rhetoric. On this view,
(2) (a) Figurative and literal utterances differ not in the kind of
meanings they have (thus, if literal meanings are truth-conditional, so are figurative meanings), but in the way these
meanings are generated.
(b) The meanings of figurative utterances are generated by systematic departures from their literal meanings.
For example, consider (3) and (4), where (3) is a metaphor and (4) is
intended as hyperbole:'
(3) The leaves danced in the breeze.

(4) You'rea genius.
Lewis might want to say that in literal-English, sentences (3) and (4)
have just their literal meanings. In actual English, the language in which
a convention of truthfulness and trust holds among English speakers,
(3) and (4) are ambiguous. They have their literal meanings plus other,
figurative meanings: thus, (3) has the metaphorical meaning in (5), and
(4) the hyperbolical meaning in (6):
(5) The leaves moved in the breeze as if they were dancing.
'In this paper we will focus on metaphor, hyperbole and a range of related phenomena. For
analysesof irony and understatement,see Sperberand Wilson (1981;1986a,Ch.4, Scs.7, 9; 1990;
1998b);Wilson and Sperber(1992).
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(6) You'revery clever.
However,it is not as if any language? (in the sense requiredby Lewis,
where the sentences of ? can be assigned truth-conditionalmeanings)
had ever actuallybeen specifiedon the basis of a corresponding'literal?'. So what is the justification for accepting something like (2a) and
(2b)? How are figurativemeanings derived from literal meanings, and
under what conditions do the derivations take place?Lewis does not
explain,and there are no generallyacceptedanswersto these questions.
We have argued (Sperber and Wilson 1986a,b; 199o; 1998a) that figura-

tive interpretationsare radicallycontext-dependent,and that the context is not fixed independently of the utterance but constructed as an
integralpart of the comprehensionprocess. If so, then the very idea of
generatingthe sentencesof a language? on the basis of a corresponding
'literal-?'is misguided.
Grice is often seen as providing an explanation of how figurative
interpretationsare conveyed.Considera situationwhere the speakerof
(3) or (4) manifestlycould not have intended to commit herselfto the
truth of the propositions literallyexpressed:it is common knowledge
that she knows that leaves never dance, or that she does not regardthe
heareras a genius. She is thereforeovertlyviolatingthe maxim of truthfulness:in Grice'sterms, she is floutingit. Floutinga maxim indicatesa
speaker'sintention: the speakerintends the hearerto retrievean implicaturewhich brings the full interpretationof the utterance(i.e. what is
said plus what is implicated) as close as possible to satisfying the Cooperative Principle and maxims. In the case of tropes, the required
implicature is related to what is said in one of several possible ways,
each characteristicof a differenttrope. With metaphor,the implicature
is a simile based on what is said;with irony,it is the opposite of what is
said; with hyperbole, it is a weakerproposition, and with understatement, a strongerone. Thus, Grice might analyse (3) as implicating (5)
above, and (4) as implicating(6).
Note that this treatment of tropes does not differ radically from
Lewis's,or from the classicalrhetoricalaccount. Grice'sapproach,like
Lewis's, is based on assumption (2a) and, more importantly, on
assumption (2b) (that the meanings of figurativeutterancesare generated by systematic departuresfrom their literal meanings). The only
differenceis that Lewissees these departuresas systematicenough to be
analysed in code-like terms: the figurativemeaning of a sentence is a
genuine linguistic meaning specified in the grammarof ? by a derivation which takes the literal meaning of the sentence as input. The sen-
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tences of ? (unlike those of literal-?) are systematically ambiguous
between literal and figurativesenses. For Grice, by contrast, sentences
have only literalmeanings.Figurativemeaningsare not sentencemeanings but utterancemeanings,derivedin a conversationalcontext. However,the derivationsproposed in Grice'spragmaticapproachto tropes
are the same as those hinted at by Lewisin his linguistic approach,and
neitherdiffersseriouslyfrom the classicalrhetoricalaccount.
Grice'streatmentof tropes leaves severalquestions unanswered,and
we will arguethat it is inconsistentwith the rationaleof his own enterprise. In particular,there is room for doubt about what he meant by the
maxim of truthfulness, and the role it was intended to play in his
framework.This doubt is createdby two possible interpretationsof his
notion of saying.On the firstinterpretation,sayingis merelyexpressing
a proposition, without any necessarycommitment to its truth. Understood in this way, the maxim of truthfulness means 'Do not express
propositions you believe to be false.'The function of this maxim, and
more generally of the Quality maxims, would be to account for the
fact-to the extent that it is a fact-that a speakeractually commits
herselfto the truth of what she says.Tropeswould then be explainedby
the claim that flouting the maxim triggersthe recoveryof an implicature in the standardGriceanway. However,there is a problem. In general, the recovery of implicatures is meant to restore the assumption
that the maxims have been observed, or that their violation was justified in the circumstances (as when a speaker is justified by her ignorance in providing less information than required) (Grice 1989a,
p. 370). In the case of tropes, the maxim of truthfulnessis irretrievably
violated, and the implicature provides no circumstantialjustification
whatsoever.
On the second, and stronger, interpretation, saying is not merely
expressinga proposition but assertingit: that is, committing oneself to
its truth. Understoodin this way,the maxim of truthfulnessmeans 'Do
not assertpropositions you believe to be false.'On this interpretation,
saying alreadyinvolves speakercommitment, and the function of the
maxim of truthfulness, and more generally of the Quality maxims,
would be to ensure that speakersdo not make spurious commitments.
This seems to fit with Grice's above remark that the function of the
Quality maxim is to guarantee that contributions are genuine rather
than spurious. However,understood in this way, it is hard to see why a
maxim of truthfulnessis needed at all. It seems to follow from the very
notion of an assertionas a commitment to truth (perhapstogetherwith
a properunderstandingof commitment) that your assertionsshould be
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truthful.In fact, the only pragmaticfunction of the maxim of truthfulness, on this interpretation, is to be violated in metaphor and irony,
thus triggeringthe searchfor an implicature.Without it, Grice would
have no account of figurativeutterancesat all.
Which notion of saying did Grice have in mind in proposing the
maxim of truthfulness?There is evidence of some hesitation. On the
one hand, he treatsthe tropes as 'Examplesin which the first maxim of
Quality is flouted' (Grice 1967,p. 34). On the other, he comments that
in irony the speaker'has said or has madeas if to say' (our italics) something she does not believe,and that in metaphorwhat is communicated
must be obviously related to what the speaker 'has made as if to say'
(ibid. p. 34). If the speakerof metaphor or irony merely 'makesas if to
say' something, then the strongernotion of sayingmust be in force;on
the other hand, if the speaker of a trope merely 'makes as if' to say
something, then surelythe maxim of truthfulnessis not violated. But if
the maxim of truthfulnessis not violated, how does Grice'sanalysisof
metaphorand irony go throughat all?
Elsewherein his philosophy of language,where the notion of saying
plays a central role, it was the stronger ratherthan the weakernotion
that interested Grice. He says, for example, 'I want to say that (1) "U
(utterer)said that p" entails (2) "U did somethingx by which U meant
that p".'(Grice 1967, p. 87). For Grice, what is meant is roughly coextensive with what is intentionally communicated: that is, with the

informationput forwardas true. On this interpretation,sayinginvolves
speakercommitment:that is, it means asserting.Among his commentators,StephenNeale (1992)treatsthese broaderconsiderationsas decisive: 'If U utters the sentence "Bill is an honest man" ironically, on
Grice'saccount U will not have said that Bill is an honest man: U will
have made as if to say that Bill is an honest man.' (Neale 1992, section 2).

How can we reconcilethese two claims:that metaphorand irony are
deliberateviolations of the maxim of truthfulness,and hence must say
something, and that in metaphorand ironythe speakermerelymakesas
if to say something? A possible answer would be to distinguish two
phasesin the utteranceinterpretationprocess.In the first,the utterance
of a declarativesentence would provide prima facie evidence for the
assumption that an assertion is being made. In the second, this
assumptionwould be evaluatedand acceptedor rejected.In the case of
metaphor and irony, this second phase would involve an argument of
the following sort: if it is common ground that the utterer U doesn't
believep, then U cannot assertp; it is common ground that U doesn't
believe p; hence, U hasn't assertedp. In this way, we get a consistent
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interpretationof the notion of saying, and we can see why Grice hesitates between 'saying'and 'makingas if to say.'
However,if this interpretationis correct,then a trope involvesno real
violation of the maxim of truthfulness at any stage: since the speaker
was not saying p, she was not saying what she believed to be false. A
flouting, so understood, is a mere appearance of violation. So why
should it be necessaryto retrievean implicaturein orderto preservethe
assumption that the maxims have been respected?The Griceanway to
go (although Grice himself did not take this route) would be to argue
that it is not the maxim of truthfulnessbut some other maxim that is
being violated. Quite plausibly,the maxim of Relation('Be relevant')is
being violated, for how can you be relevant when you speak and say
nothing?Surelythe first maxim of Quantity ('Makeyour contribution
as informativeas is required')is being violated,for if nothing is said, no
information is provided.The implicatureshould thus be seen as a way
of providing a full interpretationof the utterancein which these maxims are respected.
The problem with this analysis of tropes (and with the alternative
analysis on which floutings of the maxim of truthfulness are genuine
violations) is that it leads to an interpretationof figurativeutterances
which irretrievablyviolates the Mannermaxims. In classicalrhetoric,a
metaphor such as (3) or a hyperbole such as (4) is merely an indirect
and decorativeway of communicating the propositions in (5) or (6).
This ornamental value might be seen as explaining the use of tropes,
insofar as classical rhetoricians were interested in explanation at all.
Quite sensibly,Grice does not appeal to ornamentalvalue. His supermaxim of Manner is not 'Be fancy' but 'Be perspicuous.'He assumes,
this time in accordancewith classicalrhetoric,that figurativemeanings,
like literal meanings, are fully propositional,and alwaysparaphrasable
by means of a literal utterance. Which raises the following question:
isn't a direct and literalexpressionof what you mean alwaysmore perspicuous (and in particularless obscureand less ambiguous,cf. the first
and second Manner maxims) than an indirect figurativeexpression?
(Remember:you cannot appeal to the subtle extra effects of tropes,
since they are not considered, let alone explained, within the Gricean
framework.)
It would be presumptuous to attribute Grice'sapparent hesitation
between two senses of sayingto a lack of conceptualrigour on his part.
We see it ratheras arising from the difficultyof deploying a notion of
saying which is both close enough to common usage to justify the
choice of this word, and yet preciseenough to make a contributionto a
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theory of languageuse. We will arguein ?7 that there is no such notion.
We ourselvesdo not use 'saying'as a theoreticalterm, exceptin rendering the views of others.

3. The case of loose use
Tropesare the most striking examples of serious utteranceswhere the
speakeris manifestlynot telling the strict and literal truth. Even more
common are loose uses of language (e.g. rough approximations,sense
extensions), where an expressionis appliedto items that fall outside its
linguistically-determineddenotation, strictlyunderstood.Considerthe
examples in (7)-(10):

(7) The lecturestartsatfive o'clock.
(8) Holland is flat.
(9) Sue:I must run to the bank before it closes.
(lo) Jane:I have a terriblecold. I need a Kleenex.
If the italicized expressions in (7)-(o1) are understood in the most
restrictive way (and ignoring issues of ambiguity or polysemy for a
moment), these utterances are not strictly and literally true: lectures
rarelystart at exactly the appointed time, Holland is not a plane surface, Sue must hurry to the bank but not necessarily run there, and
other brands of disposable tissue would do just as well for Jane.Such
loose uses of languageare very common. Some are tied to a particular
situation, produced once and then forgotten. Others may be regular
and frequentenough to give rise to an extra sense, which may stabilize
in an individualor a population:lexicalbroadening(along with lexical
narrowingand metaphoricaltransfer)has been seen as one of the main
pragmatic factors driving semantic change (Lyons 1977, Chs 13.4, 14.5).

What concerns us here is not so much the outcome of these historical
macro-processes as the nature of the pragmatic micro-processes that
underlie them, and we will largelyabstractawayfrom the question of
whether,or when, a word such as 'flat' or 'run',or 'Kleenex'may be said
to have acquiredan extrastablesense (see Sperberand Wilson 1998afor
some discussion).
How should loose uses such as those in (7)-(10) be analysed?Are
they lapses, the result of sloppy speech or thought, acceptedby hearers
whose expectations have been reduced to realistic levels by repeated
encounterswith normal human failings?Is it reasonableto assumethat
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there reallyis a convention or maxim of truthfulness,althoughspeakers
quite commonly fall short of strictly obeying it? As hearers,would we
always-and as speakers, should we always-prefer the strictly true
statementsin (11)-(14)to the loose uses in (7)-(1o)?
(11) The lecturestartsat or shortlyafterfive.
(12) Holland has no mountain and very few hills.
(13) I must go to the bank as fast as if I were running.
(14) I need a Kleenexor other disposabletissue.
Clearlynot. In most circumstances,the hearerwould not be misled by
strictly untrue approximationssuch as (7)-(10), and their strictly true
counterpartsin (11)-(14)would not provide him with any more valuable information.Indeed, since these strictlytrue counterpartsare typicallylonger,the shorterapproximationsmay be preferable.
Loose uses of languagepresent few problems for speakersand hearers, who are rarelyeven awareof their occurrence;but they do raise a
serious issue for any philosophy of languagebased on a maxim or convention of truthfulness.We have suggestedabove that appealsto ambiguity (or polysemy) merely defer the problem, since such ambiguities
ultimatelyderive from repeatedinstancesof loose use (for furtherdiscussion, see ?6 below). In this section, we will consider other solutions
proposed in the literature,paying particularattention to Lewis'streatment of pragmaticvagueness.Wewill arguethat no single solution, nor
any combination of proposed solutions, is adequateto handle the full
variety of loose uses of language, which go well beyond the types of
pragmaticvaguenessdealtwith on Lewis'saccount.
In Grice'sframework,loose uses such as (7)-(10) apparentlyviolate
either the maxim of truthfulness or the second maxim of Quality
('Have adequate evidence for what you say'). However, they do not
reallyfit into any of the categoriesof violation listed in ?1 above. They
are not covertviolations, designed to deceive the hearerinto believing
the proposition strictly and literallyexpressed.They are not like jokes
or fictions, which suspend the maxims entirely.One might try to analyse them as floutings: overt violations (real or apparent),designed to
trigger the search for a related implicature (here a hedged version of
what was literallysaid or quasi-said);but the problem is that loose uses
are not generally perceived as violating the Quality maxims at all. In
classicalrhetoric,they were not treatedas tropes involvingthe substitution of a figurativefor a literal meaning. They do not have the striking
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qualitythat Griceassociatedwith floutings,which he saw as resultingin
figurative or quasi-figurative interpretations. Loose talk involves no
overtviolation, real or apparent;or at least it does not involve a degree
of overtnessin realor apparentviolation which might triggerthe search
for an implicature. While we are all capable of realizing on reflection
that utterancessuch as (7)-(io) are not strictlyand literallytrue, these
departuresfrom truthfulness pass unattended and undetected in the
normal flow of discourse. Grice'sframeworkthus leaves them unexplained.
Perhaps we should reconsider the apparent platitudes we started
with. Maybe we should have said that as speakers,we expect what we
say to be acceptedas approximatelytrue, and as hearers,we expectwhat
is said to us to be approximatelytrue. But this is far too vague to do the
requiredwork of explaininghow speakersand hearersmanageto communicate successfully. Approximations differ both in kind and in
degree,and their acceptabilityvarieswith content and context. Thereis
no single scale on which the degrees of approximation in disparate
statementssuch as (7)-(o1) can be usefully compared.The same statement can be an acceptableapproximationin one situation and not in
another. Thus, suppose the speakerof (7) expects the lecture to start
sometime between five o'clock and ten past five: then (7) would be an
acceptableapproximationto a student who has just askedwhether the
lecturestartsat five or six o'clock,but not to a radio technicianpreparing to broadcastthe lecturelive. Moreover,as we will arguebelow, there
are caseswhere the notion of'degrees of approximation'does not really
apply.
A convention of truthfulness and trust in a language (if there were
one) might play a valuablerole in explaininghow linguisticexpressions
acquiretheir conventionalmeanings,and how speakersand hearersuse
these meanings to communicate successfully.If all that speakersand
hearersare entitledto arevague expectationsof approximatetruth, it is
hard to see how the resulting convention of approximatetruthfulness
could be robust enough to establish common meanings. As we have
shown, the same approximation may be differently intended and
understood in different circumstances. Unless it is supplemented by
some accountof how speakersand hearersmay convergeon these more
specific understandings-an account which might then be doing most
of the explanatorywork-a convention of approximatetruthfulness
and trust is inadequateto explain how the co-ordination necessaryfor
successful communication is achieved. Still, this is the direction that
David Lewisproposesto explore.He writes:
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When is a sentencetrue enough? [... ] this itself is a vague matter.More important for our present purposes, it is something that depends on context.
What is true enough on one occasion is not true enough on another. The
standardsof precisionin force aredifferentfrom one conversationto another, and may changein the course of a single conversation.Austin's'Franceis
hexagonal'is a good exampleof a sentencethat is true enough for many contexts but not true enough for many others. (1979,pp. 244-45)
We agree with Lewis (and Unger 1975, Ch.2) that 'hexagonal' and 'flat'
are semantically absolute terms, and that their vagueness should be
seen as pragmatic rather than semantic (so in our terms they are genuine cases of loose use). However, Lewis's analysis of pragmatically vague
terms such as 'flat' is very similar to his analysis of semantically vague
terms such as 'cool.2 For Lewis, a semantically vague term has a range
of possible sharp delineations, marking different cut-off points
between, say, 'cool' and 'warm'. 'This is cool' may be true at some but
not all delineations, and depending on our purposes, we may be willing
or unwilling to assert it: hence its vagueness (1970, pp. 228-29). On
Lewis's account, semantically absolute but pragmatically vague terms
are handled on similar lines, except that semantic delineations are
replaced by contextually-determined standards of precision (so if 'flat'
were semantically rather than pragmatically vague, the analysis would
not be very different). On this approach, 'Holland is flat' would be true
according to some fairly low standard of precision, but false given
higher standards.
Semantic vagueness clearly exists ('bluish' and 'flattish' are good
examples); its analysis raises problems of its own, about which we have
nothing to say here (see Williamson 1994; Keefe and Smith 1996). What
we do want to argue against is the idea that loose use can be successfully
treated as a pragmatic analogue of semantic vagueness. As we have suggested above (and will argue in more detail below), there are many varieties of loose use, not all of which can be satisfactorily handled by
appeal to contextually-determined standards of precision. For the cases
that cannot be handled on Lewis's lines, an alternative analysis must be
found. We will propose such an analysis, and argue that it generalizes
straightforwardly to all varieties of loose use (and indeed to all utterances, literal, loose, or figurative), making the appeal to standards of
precision as a component of conversational competence unnecessary.
In fact, there are problems even in some cases where the appeal to
contextually-determined standards of precision looks initially plausible. Consider a situation where (7) ('The lecture starts at five o'clock')
2 For

discussion, see Gross (1998).
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would be accepted as true enough if the lecture started somewhere
between five o'clock and ten past five. On Lewis'saccount, it might be
claimed that here the contextually-determinedstandard of precision
allows for a give or take of, say,fifteen minutes aroundthe stated time.
It should then follow that a hearerin the same situation,with the same
standardof precisionin force,would be equallywilling to accept (7) as
true enough if the lecture started somewhere between ten to five and
five o'clock. But there is an obvious asymmetrybetween the two cases.
Intuitively,the reason is clear enough: the audiencewon't mind or feel
misled if they get to the lecturea few minutes early,but they will if they
get there a few minutes late, so the loosening is acceptableonly in one
direction. In a differentsituation-when the speakeris talking about
the end of the lecture ratherthan the beginning, for example-there
may be an asymmetryin the other direction.Again,the reasonis intuitively clear:the audiencewon't mind or feel misled if they can get away
a bit earlierthan expected,but they will if they have to staylonger.It is
hardto explainthese obvious intuitions by appealto the regularnotion
of contextually-determinedstandardsof precision as describedabove.
One might, of course, try building the asymmetriesinto the standards
of precisionthemselves,but then two differentstandardswould have to
be invoked to explain how (15) is quite naturallyunderstood to mean
something like (16):
(15) The lecturestartsat five o'clockand ends at seven o'clock.
(16) The lecturestartsat five o'clockor shortlyafterand ends at seven o'clock or shortlybefore.
This is clearlyad hoc. It would be better to find an alternativeaccount
of these asymmetries-but such an account might make the appealto
contextually-determinedstandardsof precisionredundant.
A more serious problem for Lewisis that in some cases of loose use,
the appealto contextually-determinedstandardsof precision does not
seem to work at all. Lewis'saccount works best when there is a continuum (or orderedseries) of casesbetweenthe stricttruth and the broadest possible approximation.'Flat'is a good example, since departures
from strict flatnessmay vary in degree.'Fiveo'clock'also workswell in
this respect, since departuresfrom exactness may vary in degree. But
with 'run'in (9) ('I must run to the bank') and 'Kleenex'in (o1) ('I need
a Kleenex'), no such continuum exists. There is a sharp discontinuity
between running (where both feet leave the ground at each step) and
walking (where there is alwaysat least one foot on the ground). Typi-
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cally (though not necessarily), running is faster than walking, so that
'run'may be loosely used, as in (9), to indicate the activity of going on
foot (whetherwalking or running) at a speed more typical of running.
But walking at differentspeeds is not equivalentto running relativeto
different standardsof precision. Similarly,'Kleenex'is a brand name:
other brands of disposabletissue are not Kleenex.The word 'Kleenex'
may be loosely used, as in (lo), to indicate a range of tissues similar to
Kleenex.But there is no continuum on which being similar enough to
Kleenexamounts to actuallybeing Kleenexrelativeto stricteror looser
standards of precision. 'Run','Kleenex' and many other words have
sharp conceptual boundaries and no ordered series of successively
broader extensions which might be picked out by raising or lowering
some standardof precision.Yetthese terms are often loosely used. This
supports our claim that looseness is a broadernotion than pragmatic
vagueness.3
Again, for someone with no particulartheoretical axe to grind, it is
easy enough to see intuitivelywhat is going on. Supposeyou have a lecture one afternoon, but don't know exactly when it is due to start.
Someone tells you, 'The lecture starts at five o'clock.'From the literal
content of the utterance, together with other premisses drawn from
backgroundknowledge, you can derive a number of conclusions that
matterto you: that you will not be free to do other things between five
and seven o'clock, that you should leave the library no later than a
quarterto five, that it will be too late to go shopping afterthe lecture,
and so on. To say that these conclusions matterto you is to say that you
can use them to derivestill furthernon-trivial contextualimplications,
of a practicalor a theoretical nature. These initial conclusions are the
main branches of a derivationaltree with many further branches and
sub-branches.You would have been able to derive all these direct and
indirect conclusions from the strictlytrue utterance'The lecture starts
at or shortlyafterfive o'clock,'but at the extracost requiredto processa
longer sentence and a more complex meaning. There are other
conclusions-false ones this time-that you would have been able to
derive from the approximation,'The lecture starts at five o'clock',but
not from its strictly true counterpart:that the lecture will have begun
3Sincewhat we are calling'loose uses' shade off into figurativeuses such as hyperboleand metaphor, it might be argued that Lewis'sanalysisof vagueness could be saved by treating 'run' and
certainother exampleswhich presentproblemsfor his analysisas fallingon the figurativeside (cf.
Gross1998).But this would merelytransferthem from one problematiccategoryto anothersince,
as we have argued,neither Lewisnor Grice has proposed a satisfactoryanalysisof tropes. Moreover,the move would be ad hoc since, as we have also shown, these uses havelittle in common with
standardexamplesof metaphorand hyperbolerecognizedin the literatureon rhetoric.
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by one minute past five, for instance. But you are unlikely to derive
them. They don't matter,because they are derivationalbare branches
which yield no furthernon-trivialimplications.
Supposethat Peterand Mary,who are both ratherunfit, are discussing where to go on their next cycling holiday. Mary suggests Holland,
adding, 'Holland is flat.'From the strictly false proposition that Holland is flat-just as easily as from the strictlytrue hedged proposition
that Holland is approximatelyflat-Peter can derive the true conclusion that cycling in Holland would involve no mountain roads and
would not be too demanding. Unlike the true hedged proposition, the
false approximationalso has false implications(that thereare no hills at
all in Holland, for instance). But it is unlikely that Peter would even
contemplatederivingany of these.
Suppose that Sue, chatting with friends in the street, looks at her
watch and says,'I must run to the bankbeforeit closes.'Her friendswill
take her to mean that she must break off their chat and hurry to the
bank. Forthem, that much informationis worth deriving.Whethershe
will actually get to the bank by running, walking fast or a mixture of
both is of no interest to them, and they will simply not attend to this
aspect of the literalmeaning of her utterance.
Suppose that Janeand Jackare in the cinema waiting for the film to
start.By saying,'I have a terriblecold. I need a Kleenex,'Janeprovidesa
premiss from which Jackcan infer that she wants to borrow a tissue to
use in dealingwith her cold. Her utterancealso providesa premissfrom
which he could derive the possibly false conclusion that she does not
want a tissue of any other brand than Kleenex; but he is unlikely to
draw such a conclusion, since his expectationsof relevancein this context are satisfiedby the weakerinterpretationon which she wants a tissue (and in a context where his expectations of relevance would
encouragean interpretationon which Janewas specificallyrequestinga
Kleenex-e.g. if she was angrily throwing away tissues of another
brand-the utterancewould not be understoodas a case of loose talk).
As these examples show, hearershave no objection to strictly false
approximationsas long as the conclusions they bother to derive from
them are true. In fact, they might preferthe shorterapproximationsto
their longer-windedbut strictlytrue counterpartsfor reasonsof economy of effort.There is some evidence that speakerstake account of the
perceived preferences of their audience in deciding how strictly or
loosely to speak. In a series of experiments on truthfulness and relevance in telling the time, Vander Henst, Carlesand Sperber(forthcoming) showed that when people in public places are asked the time by a
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stranger,they tend to respond with a time that is either accurateto the
minute or rounded to the nearest multiple of five, depending on how
useful in the circumstancesthey think a more accurateanswer would
be. This includes people with digitalwatches,from which a time that is
accurate to the minute is most easily read off. These people have to
make an extraeffortto produce a rounded answerwhich, to the best of
their knowledge, is not strictly true, but is easier for their audience to
process.
Anticipating the arguments of the next section, let us say that an
utteranceis relevantwhen the hearer,given his cognitive dispositions
and the context, is likelyto derivesome genuine knowledgefrom it (we
will shortly elaborate on this). Someone interested in defending a
maxim or convention of truthfulnessmight then suggest that expectations of relevancedo play a role in comprehension,but in a strictlylimited way. It might be claimed, for example, that while utterances in
general create expectations of truthfulness,approximationsalone create expectations of relevance,which have a role to play in the case of
loose talk,but only there.This account (apartfrom being unparsimonious) raises the following problem. As noted above, while we are all
capableof realizingon reflectionthat an utterancewas an approximation ratherthan a strictly literal truth, the fact that an approximation
has been used is simply not noticed in the normal flow of discourse,
and is surely not recognizablein advance of the comprehension process. But in that case, how could loose talk and literaltalkbe approached
and processedwith differentexpectations?
Here is the answer. It is not just approximations but all utterances-literal, loose or figurative-that are approachedwith expectations of relevanceratherthan truthfulness.Sometimes,the only way of
satisfyingthese expectations is to understandthe utteranceas literally
true. But just as an utterancecan be understood as an approximation
without being recognizedand categorizedas such, so it can be literally
understoodwithout being recognizedand categorizedas such. We will
arguethat the same is true of tropes. Literal,loose, and figurativeinterpretationsare arrivedat in the same way,by constructingan interpretation which satisfies the hearer'sexpectations of relevance (for earlier
arguments along these lines, see Sperber and Wilson 1986a,b;199o;
1998a).
No special machinery is needed to explain the interpretation of loose

talk. In particular,contextually-determinedstandardsof precision play
no role in the interpretationprocess.They do not help with cases such
as 'run', or 'Kleenex' which are neither semantically nor pragmatically
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vague; and to appealto them in analysingcases such as 'flat'or 'at five
o'clock',which might be seen as involving a pragmaticform of vagueness, would be superfluousat best.

4. Relevance:theory
Grice's maxim of truthfulness was part of what might be called an
inferential model of human communication. This contrasts with a
more classicalcode model, which treatsutterancesas signals encoding
the messagesthat speakersintend to convey.On the classicalview, comprehension is achieved by decoding signals to obtain the associated
messages.On the inferentialview, utterancesare not signalsbut pieces
of evidence about the speaker's meaning, and comprehension is
achieved by inferring this meaning from the evidence provided. An
utteranceis, of course, a linguisticallycoded piece of evidence, so that
the comprehension process will involve an element of decoding. But
the linguistically-encoded sentence meaning need not be identical to
the speaker'smeaning-and we would argue that it never is-since it
is likelyto be ambiguousand incompletein waysthe speaker'smeaning
is not. On this approach,the linguistic meaning recoveredby decoding
is just one of the inputs to an inferentialprocesswhich yields an interpretationof the speaker'smeaning.
Grice,Lewisand otherswho have contributedto the developmentof
an inferentialapproachto communicationhavetended to minimise the
gap between sentence meaning and speaker'smeaning; they treat the
inferencefrom sentencemeaningto speaker'smeaningas merelya matter of assigningreferentsto referringexpressions,and perhapsof calculating implicatures. While the slack between sentence meaning and
speaker'sexplicit meaning cannot be entirelyeliminated, a framework
with a maxim or conventionof truthfulnesshas the effectof reducingit
to a minimum. But why should this be something to be a priori
expected or desired?Comprehension is a complex cognitive process.
From a cognitivepoint of view, how much of the work is done by inference and how much by decoding depends on how efficientthe inferential processes are. We have argued (Wilson and Sperber 1981;1993;
forthcoming;Sperberand Wilson 1986a;1998a)that relevance-oriented
inferential processes are efficient enough to allow for a much greater
slackbetween sentence meaning and speaker'smeaning than is generally assumed. Here, we summarize the theory briefly for purposes of
the presentdiscussion.
We characterizerelevanceas a property of inputs to cognitive proc-
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esses which makes them worth processing. ('Relevance' is used in a
technicalsense which is not meant to captureany of the ordinarysenses
of the word.) These inputs may be external stimuli (e.g. a smell, the
sound of an utterance),or internalrepresentationswhich may undergo
furtherprocessing (e.g. the recognition of a smell, a memory, the linguistic decoding of an utterance).At each point in our cognitive lives,
there are many more potential inputs available than we can actually
process:for example,we perceivemany more distal stimuli than we can
attend to, and have many more memories than we can reactivateat a
single time. Efficiencyin cognition is largelya matter of allocatingour
processingresourcesso as to maximise cognitivebenefits.This involves
processing inputs that offer the best expected cost/benefit ratio at the
time.
Here we will consider only one type of cognitive benefit: improvements in knowledge (theoretical or practical). This is plausibly the
most important type of cognitive benefit. There may be others:
improvements in memory or imagination, for example (although it
might be argued that these are benefits only because they contribute
indirectlyto improvementsin knowledge;bettermemory and imagination lead to better non-demonstrativeinference,and thereforeto better
knowledge). In any case, for our present purposes, there is another
important reasonfor identifyingcognitivebenefitswith improvements
in knowledge.
In a situation where it is clear to both participantsthat the hearer's
goal in listening to the speaker'sutterancesis not the improvementof
knowledge-say, he just wants to be amused-there is no reasonwhy
the speakershould be expectedto tell the truth. Thus, one way of challenging the maxim or convention of truthfulnesswould be to start by
questioning whether humans are much interested in truth (e.g. Stich
199o).Here,we want to presenta more pointed challengeto Grice'sand
Lewis's ideas, based on the nature of human communication rather
than the goals of cognition. Wewill thereforegrantthat one of the goals
of most human communication (though certainlynot the only one) is
the transmission of genuine information and the improvement of the
hearer'sknowledge.We will consideronly caseswherehearersare interested in truth. Our claim is that even in these cases, hearers do not
expect utterancesto be literallytrue.
The processing of an input in the context of existing assumptions
may improve the individual's knowledge not only by adding a new
piece of information,but by revisinghis existing assumptions,or yielding conclusionsnot derivablefrom the new piece of knowledgealone or
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from existing assumptions alone. We define an input as relevantwhen
and only when it has such positive cognitiveeffects.4Relevanceis also a
matterof degree,and we want to characterizeit not only as a classificatory notion but also as a comparativeone. Thereareinputs with at least
some low degree of relevance all around us, but we cannot attend to
them all. What makes an input worth attending to is not just that it is
relevant,but that it is more relevantthan any alternativepotentialinput
to the same processingresourcesat that time. Although relevancecannot be measuredin absoluteterms, the relevanceof various inputs can
be compared.
For our purpose,which is to characterizea propertycrucialto cognitive economy, the relevanceof inputs must be comparablenot only in
terms of benefits (i.e. positive cognitive effects), but also in terms of
costs (i.e. processingeffort). We thereforepropose the following comparativenotion of relevance:
(17) Relevance of an input to an individual at a time

(a)Everythingelse being equal, the greaterthe positive cognitive effectsachievedin an individualby processingan input
at a given time, the greaterthe relevanceof the input to that
individualat that time.
(b) Everything else being equal, the smaller the processing
effort expendedby the individualin achievingthose effects,
the greaterthe relevance of the input to that individual at
that time.
Here is a brief and artificialillustration.Peterwakes up feeling unwell
and goes to the doctor. On the basis of her examination, the doctor
might make any of the following true statements:
(18) You are ill.
(19) You have flu.
(20)

You have flu or 29 is the square root of 843.

The literal content of all three utterances would be relevant to Peter.
However, (19) would be more relevant than either (18) or (20). It would

be more relevantthan (18) for reasonsof cognitiveeffect, since it yields
4A positive cognitiveeffectis a genuine improvementin knowledge.When false informationis
mistakenlyacceptedas true, this is a cognitiveeffect,but not a positive one: it does not contribute
to relevance(though it may seem to the individualto do so). Fordiscussion,see the Postfaceto the
second edition of Relevance(Sperberand Wilson 1995),section 3.2.1.
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all the consequences derivablefrom (18) and more besides. This is an
application of clause (a) of the characterizationof relevancein (17). It
would be more relevant than (20) for reasons of processing effort:
although (19) and (20) yield exactlythe same consequences,these consequencesare easierto derivefrom (19) than from (20), which requires
an additionaleffortof parsingand inference(in orderto realizethat the
second disjunct is false and the first is thereforetrue). This is an application of clause (b) of the characterizationof relevancein (17).
Given this characterizationof relevance,it is, ceterisparibus, in the
individual'sinterest to process the most relevant inputs available.We
claim that this is what people tend to do (with many failures, of
course). They tend to do it not because they realize that it is in their
interest(and they certainlydo not realizeit in those terms), but because
they are cognitively-endowedevolved organisms. In biological evolution, there has been constant pressureon the human cognitive system
to organiseitself so as to select inputs on the basis of their expectedrelevance (see Sperberand Wilson 2002). Hence:
(21)

TheFirst,or Cognitive,Principleof Relevance
The human cognitivesystemtends towardsprocessingthe most
relevantinputs available.

The tendency described in the Cognitive Principle of Relevance is
strong enough, and manifest enough, to make our mental processesat
least partiallypredictableto others.We are in generalfairlygood at predicting which of the external stimuli currently affecting some other
individual'snervous system she is likely to be attending to, and which
of the indefinitely many conclusions that she might draw from it she
will in fact draw.What we do, essentially, is assume that she will pay
attention to the potentiallymost relevantstimulus, and process it so as
to maximise its relevance:that is, in a context of easily accessiblebackground assumptions,where the informationit provideswill carryrelativelyrich cognitiveeffects.
This mutual predictabilityis exploited in communication. As communicators,we provide stimuli which are likely to strike our intended
audience as relevant enough to be worth processing, and to be interpretedin the intendedway.A communicatorproducesa stimulus-say
an utterance-which attractsher audience'sattention, and she does so
in an overtlyintentionalway.In other words, she makesit manifestthat
she wants her audience's attention. Since it is also manifest that the
audience will tend to pay appropriate attention only to an utterance
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that seems relevantenough, it is manifestthat the communicatorwants
her audience to assume that the utterance is indeed relevant enough.
There is thus a minimal level of relevancethat the audience is encouraged to expect:the utteranceshould be relevantenough to be worth the
effort needed for comprehension.
Is the audienceentitledto expectmore relevancethan this?In certain
conditions, yes. The communicatorwants to be understood.An utterance is most likelyto be understoodwhen it simplifiesthe hearer'stask
by demandingas little effort from him as possible, and encourageshim
to pay it due attention by offeringhim as much effect as possible. The
smallerthe effort,and the greaterthe effect,the greaterthe relevance.It
is thereforemanifestlyin the communicator'sinterestfor the hearerto
presume that the utteranceis not just relevantenough to be worth his
attention, but more relevant than this. How much more? Here, the
communicator is manifestly limited by her own abilities (to provide
appropriateinformation, and to present it in the most efficient way).
Nor can she be expectedto go againsther own preferences(e.g. against
the goal she wants to achieve in communicating, or the rules of etiquette she wishes to follow). Still, it may be compatiblewith the communicator's abilities and preferences to go beyond the minimally
necessarylevel of relevance.We define a notion of optimalrelevance(of
an utterance,to an audience)which takesthese ideas into account, and
propose a second principleof relevancebased on it:
(22) Optimal relevance of an utterance

An utteranceis optimallyrelevantto the heareriff:
(a) It is relevantenough to be worth the hearer'sprocessingeffort;
(b) It is the most relevant one compatible with the speaker's
abilitiesand preferences.
(23)

The Second, or Communicative, Principle of Relevance

Everyutteranceconveysa presumptionof its own optimal relevance.
In interpretingan utterance,the hearerinvariablyhas to go beyond the
linguistically-encodedsentencemeaning.Therewill be ambiguitiesand
referential indeterminacies to resolve, and other underdeterminate
aspects of explicit content that we will look at shortly. There may be
implicaturesto identify,illocutionaryindeterminaciesto resolve,meta-
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phors and ironies to interpret. All this requires an appropriate set of
contextual assumptions. The Communicative Principle of Relevance
and the definition of optimal relevance suggest a practical procedure
for constructing a hypothesis about the speaker's meaning. The hearer
should consider interpretive hypotheses (disambiguations, reference
assignments, implicatures, etc.) in order of accessibility-that is, follow
a path of least effort-and stop when he arrives at an interpretation
which satisfies the expectations of relevance raised by the utterance
itself.5
What makes it reasonable for the hearer to follow a path of least
effort is that the speaker is expected (within the limits of her abilities
and preferences) to make her utterance as easy as possible for the hearer
to understand. Since relevance varies inversely with effort, the very fact
that an interpretive hypothesis is easily accessible gives it an initial
degree of plausibility (an epistemic advantage specific to communicated information).
What makes it reasonable for the hearer to stop at the first interpretation which satisfies his expectations of relevance is that either this interpretation is close enough to what the speaker meant, or she has failed to
communicate her meaning. A speaker who produced an utterance with
two or more significantly different interpretations, each yielding the
expected level of cognitive effect, would put the hearer to the gratuitous
and unexpected extra effort of choosing among them, and the resulting
interpretation (if any) would not satisfy clause (b) of the presumption
of optimal relevance.6 Thus, when a hearer following the path of least
effort finds an interpretation which satisfies his expectations of relevance, in the absence of contrary evidence, this is the best possible
interpretive hypothesis. Since comprehension is a non-demonstrative
inference process, this hypothesis may well be false. Typically, this hap5A hearer'sexpectationsof relevancemay be more or less sophisticated.In an unsophisticated
version,presumablythe one alwaysused by young children,what is expectedis actualoptimal relevance. In a more sophisticatedversion, used by competent adult communicatorswho are aware
that the speakermay be mistakenabout what is relevantto the hearer,or in bad faith and merely
intending to appearrelevant,what is expected is a speaker'smeaning that it may have seemed to
the speakerwould seem optimally relevantto the hearer.Adult communicatorsmay nevertheless
expect actualoptimal relevanceby default. Here we will ignore these complications,but see Sperber (1994); Wilson (2000).
6 In the case of deliberateequivocation,where an utteranceis intentionallyconstructedso that
two apparentlysatisfactory competing interpretations occur to the hearer and he is unable to
choose between them, neither interpretation is directly accepted. Rather,it is the fact that the
speakerhas produced such an utterancethat is seen as a communicativeact. It receivesa higherorder interpretation,which may involve endorsing both lower-orderinterpretations(if they are
compatible),or rejectingboth (if they are not). For examplesand discussion,see Sperberand Wilson (1987, p. 751).
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pens when the speaker expresses herself in a way that is inconsistent
with the expectationsshe herselfhas raised,so that the normal inferential routines of comprehension fail. Failures in communication are
common enough: what is remarkableand calls for explanation is that
communicationworks at all.
This relevance-theoreticaccount not only describesa psychological
processbut also explainswhat makesthis processgenuinelyinferential:
that is, likelyto yield true conclusions (in this case, intendedinterpretations) from true premisses (in this case, from the fact that the speaker
has produceda given utterance,togetherwith contextualinformation).
On the descriptive level, it has testable implications, some of which
havebeen tested and confirmedby a growingbody of researchin experimental pragmatics.7 On the explanatory level, it claims that what
makes this relevance-guided process genuinely inferential is the fact
that it typically yields a single interpretationfor a given quadrupleof
speaker,hearer,utteranceand situation.Giventhat such interpretations
are predictableby the speaker,the best utterancefor a speakerto produce is the one that is likely to be interpretedin the intended way, and
the best interpretationfor a hearerto choose is the one arrivedat by use
of the relevance-guided procedure, which is therefore likely to have
been predictedand intended by the speaker.Communicationis a form
of co-ordination, and runs into co-ordination problems which are
partly standard, and partly specific to communication. Relevanceguided comprehensiontakes advantageof the communication-specific
aspects of these problems,and provides a solution which is, of course,
imperfect,but is nonetheless effective(for furtherdiscussion,see Sperber and Wilson 2002).

5. Relevance:illustration
An utterancehas two immediateeffects:it indicatesthat the speakerhas
something to communicate,and it determinesan order of accessibility
in which interpretive hypotheses will occur to the hearer. Here is an
illustration.

7 For instance,Jorgensen,Miller and Sperber(1984);Happe (1993);Sperber,Cara,and Girotto
(1995);Politzer(1996);Gibbsand Moise (1997);Hardman(1998);Matsui (1998;2000); Nicolle and
Clark(1999);Vander Henst (1999);Noveck, Bianco,and Castry(2001); Girotto,Kemmelmeir,Van
der Henst, and Sperber(2001); Vander Henst, Caries,and Sperber(forthcoming);Vander Henst,
Sperber,and Politzer (2002). As noted above, Van der Henst, Caries,and Sperber(forthcoming)
providesa direct experimentaltest of the claim that considerationsof relevanceoutweigh considerationsof truthfulnessin verbalcommunication.
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Lisadrops by her neighbours,the Joneses,who havejust sat down to
supper:
(24) Alan Jones:Do you want to join us for supper?
Lisa:No, thanks.I've eaten.
A standard semantic analysis of the second part of Lisa's utterance
would assignit the following truth condition:
(25) At some point in a time span whose endpoint is the time of utterance,Lisahas eaten something.
Clearly, though, Lisa means something more specific than this. She
means that she has eaten that very evening,and not just anything,but a
supper or something equivalent:a few peanutswouldn'tdo.8
Here is our explanation of how Alan understands Lisa'smeaning.
Her utteranceactivatesin his mind, via automaticlinguisticdecoding, a
conceptual structurewhich articulatesin the grarr iaticallyspecified
way the concepts of Lisa,of eating, and of a time span whose endpoint
is the time of utterance.9He does not have to reason, because it is all
routine, but he might reason along the following lines: she has caused
me a certainamount of processingeffort (the effort requiredto attend
to her utteranceand decode it). Giventhe CommunicativePrincipleof
Relevance,this effort was presumablynot caused in vain. So the conceptual structure activated by her utterance must be a good starting
point for inferringher meaning, which should be relevantto me.
Lisa'sutterance, 'I have eaten', immediately follows her refusal of
Alan'sinvitationto supper.It would be relevantto Alan (or so she may
have thought) to know the reasonsfor her refusal,which have implications for their relationship: Did she object to the offer? Would she
acceptit anothertime?It all depends on the reasonsfor her refusal.The
use of the perfect 'have eaten' indicates a time span ending at the time
of utteranceand startingat some indefinitepoint in the past. Alan narrows the time span by assuming that it startedrecentlyenough for the
information that Lisa has eaten during that period to yield adequate
consequences:here, the relevanttime span is that very evening (for discussion, see Wilson and Sperber1998). He does the same in deciding
what she ate. In the circumstances, the idea of eating is most easily
8This is a variantof an
example introducedin Sperberand Wilson (1986a, pp. 189-9o)-there
it was 'I have had breakfast'-which has been much discussed (e.g. Recanati(1989);Bach (1994);
Carston(1998;forthcoming);Taylor(forthcoming)).

9We are using 'concept' in the psychologicalsense, to mean (roughly) the mental representation of a property.
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fleshed out as eating supper, and this, together with the narrowingof
the time span, yields the expected level of cognitive effect. Alan then
assumesthat Lisaintendedto expressthe propositionthat she has eaten
supper that evening, and to present this as her reason for refusinghis
invitation.Althoughthis attributionof meaning is typicallya conscious
event, Alan is never awareof the processby which he arrivedat it, or of
a literal meaning equivalent to (25).
(26a) Lisa has said to Alan, 'I have
eaten'.

Decoding of Lisa'sutterance.

(26b) Lisa's utterance is optimally
relevant to Alan.

Expectation raised by the recognition
of Lisa'sutteranceas a communicative
act, and acceptance of the presumption of relevanceit automatically conveys.

(26c) Lisa's utterance will achieve
relevance by explaining her immediately preceding refusal of Alan's invitation to supper.

Expectation raised by (b), together
with thefact that such an explanation
would be most relevant to Alan at this
point.

(26d) The fact that one has already
eaten supper on a given evening is a
good reason for refusing an invitation to supper that evening.

First assumption to occur to Alan
which, together with other appropriate premisses, might satisfy expectation (c). Accepted as an implicit
premiss of Lisa'sutterance.

(26e) Lisa has eaten supper that
evening.

First enriched interpretation of Lisa's
utteranceas decodedin (a) to occurto
Alan which might combinewith (d) to
lead to the satisfactionof(c). Accepted
as Lisa'sexplicit meaning.

(26f) Lisa is refusing supper with us
because she has already had supper
this evening.

Inferredfrom (d) and (e), satisfying
(c) and acceptedas an implicit conclusion of Lisa'sutterance.

(26g) Lisa might accept an invitation to supper another time.

From (f) plus backgroundknowledge.
One of severalpossible weak implicatures of Lisa's utterance which,
together with (f), satisfy expectation
(b).

Table 1
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The process by which Alan interprets Lisa'smeaning may be represented as in Tablei, with Alan'sinterpretivehypotheseson the left, and
his basis for arriving at them on the right. We have presented the
hypotheses in English, but for Alan they would be in whatever is the
medium of conceptual thought, and they need not correspond very
closely to our paraphrases
We do not see this as a sequential process, starting with (26a) and
ending with (26g). For one thing, interpretationis carriedout 'on line,'
and begins while the utterance is still in progress. Some tentative or
incomplete interpretivehypotheses may be made and later revised or
completed in the light of their apparent consequences for the overall
interpretation. We assume, then, that interpretive hypotheses about
explicitcontent and implicaturesare developedin parallel,and stabilize
when they are mutuallyadjusted,and jointly adjustedwith the hearer's
expectationsof relevance.
In the present case, Alan assumes in (26b) that Lisa's utterance,
decoded as in (26a), is optimally relevantto him. Since what he wants
to know at this point is why she refused his invitation, he assumes in
(26c) that her utterancewill achieve relevanceby answeringthis question. In this context, Lisa'sutterance,'I have eaten',provideseasy access
to the piece of common backgroundknowledgein (26d)-that people
don't normallywant to eat supper twice in one evening. This could be
used as an implicit premiss in deriving the expected explanation of
Lisa'srefusal,as long as her utteranceis interpretedon the explicit side
as conveying the information in (26e): that she has eaten supper that
evening. By combining the implicit premiss in (26d) and the explicit
premiss in (26e), Alan arrives at the implicit conclusion in (26f), from

which furtherweakerimplicatures,including (26g) and others, may be
derived (on the notion of a weak implicature,see below). This overall
interpretation satisfies Alan's expectations of relevance. On this
account, explicit content and implicatures(implicit premissesand conclusions) are arrived at by a process of mutual adjustment, with
hypothesesabout both being consideredin orderof accessibility.
There is a certain arbitrariness about the way we have presented
Alan'sinterpretivehypotheses. This is partlybecause, as noted above,
we had to put into English thoughts which may not have been articulated in English. Another reason is that Lisa'sutterance licenses not a
single interpretationbut any one of a range of interpretationswith very
similarimport. By constructingany particularinterpretationfrom this
range,Alan achievescomprehensionenough and has no reasonto look
for a better interpretation.Thus, he might take Lisato mean either that
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she has had supper that evening or, more cautiously,that, whether or
not what she has eaten can properly be described as supper, she has
eaten enough not to want suppernow. He may take her to be implicating (26g), or some conclusion similar to (26g), or nothing of the sort.
In each case his interpretation is reasonable, in the sense that Lisa's
utterancehas encouragedhim to constructit.
If Alan interprets Lisa as meaning that she has had supper, or as
implicating something like (26g), he has to take some of the responsibility for the interpretationhe has chosen. But this is something that
hearersoften do, and that speakersintend (or at least encourage)them
to do. Often,the hearerwill be unableto find an interpretationwhich is
relevantin the expected way without taking some of the responsibility
for it: that is, without going beyond what the speakercommits herself
to acknowledgingas exactlywhat she meant. This is typicalin loose use
and creative metaphor, both of which involve the communication of
weak implicatures (implicatures which the hearer is given some
encouragementbut no clearmandateto construct).Nor is this sharing
of responsibilitya sign of imperfectcommunication:it may be just the
degreeof communicationthat suits both speakerand hearer.
Lisa'sexplicit meaning, as understood by Alan, logically implies the
literal, unenriched meaning of her utterance:if she has eaten supper
that evening, she has eaten tout court.Her utterancemight thereforebe
classifiedas literal,for whatevergood it might do. However,Alan does
not attend to the literal meaning at any stage, and the fact that the
utteranceis literalplays no role in the communication process. This is
even more obvious in the following alternativeversion of the dialogue:
(27)

Alan: Do you want to join us for supper?

Lisa:I'd love to. I haven'teaten.
Here, if the literal meaning of Lisa'sutterance, 'I haven'teaten',is the
negation of (25) (i.e. the propositionthat she has nevereaten anything),
then her utteranceis patentlyfalse. However,this absurdinterpretation
never crossesAlan or Lisa'smind.
One way of avoiding such counterintuitive assignments of literal
meaningwould be to treatthe perfect'has eaten'as containinga hidden
linguistic constituent denoting a contextuallydeterminatetime span.
In (27), Lisa might then be seen as referring,via this hidden constituent, to the eveningof utterance,and the fact that she has eaten plenty in
her lifetime would not falsifyher statement,even literallyunderstood.
We will arguebelow that this move is ad hoc and unnecessary,but let us
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acceptit here for the sakeof argument.
Assume, then, that the literal meaning of Lisa'sutterance in (27) is
that she has not eaten anythingthat evening. Now suppose that she has
in fact eaten a couple of peanuts, so that her utteranceis strictlyspeaking false. Although it may be false, it is not misleading. Rather,it is a
case of loose use. Alan takesLisato be sayingthat she has not eaten supper that evening. He arrivesat this interpretationby takingthe concept
of eating, which has been activatedin his mind by automaticlinguistic
decoding, and narrowing it down to the concept of eating supper,
which yields an overallinterpretationthat satisfieshis expectations of
relevance.The procedureis the same as for dialogue (24), but since the
narrowed concept falls within the scope of a negation, the result is a
loosening ratherthan a narrowingof the literalmeaning.
It might be argued,of course, that Lisa'sutterancecontains a second
hidden linguistic constituent denoting the food she has eaten. On this
interpretation,the linguistically-determinedtruth-conditional meaning of'I have eaten'is equivalentnot to 'I have eaten something',but to
'I have eatenx' where the value of x (like the referentof the pronoun 'I'
and the time of utterance)must be specifiedbefore the sentence token
can be said to expressa proposition.
In other situations,what the speakermeans by sayingthat she has or
hasn't eaten might also involve a specification of the place of eating,
some manner of eating, and so on:
(28)

'I've often been to their parties, but I've never eaten anything'
[there]

(29) 'I must wash my hands:I've eaten' [usingmy hands,ratherthan,
say,beingspoon-fed]
To deal with all such cases, one might postulatemore and more hidden
constituents, so that every sentence would come with a host of hidden
constituents,readyfor all kinds of ordinaryor extraordinarypragmatic
circumstances. In this way, the very idea of loose use could be altogether avoided. We see this as a reductioargument which goes all the
way to challengingwhat we accepted earlierfor the sake of argument:
that the use of the perfect carrieswith it a hidden constituent denoting
a given time span. Thereis no need to postulatesuch a hidden constituent: the same processwhich explainshow 'eating'is narroweddown to
'eatingsupper'also explainshow the time span indicatedby the perfect
is narroweddown to the evening of utterance.Moreover,the postulation of such hidden constituentsis ad hoc: its role is to reduceto a min-
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imum the slack between sentence meaning and speaker'smeaning, a
slack which is uncomfortable from certain theoretical viewpoints.
However,we readthe evidenceas showing that the slackactuallyis considerable, and we adopt a theoretical viewpoint which might help us
describeand understandthis fact.10

6. The explicit communication of unencoded meanings
We are exploring the idea that the linguistically-encoded sentence
meaning gives no more than a schematic indication of the speaker's
meaning. The hearer'stask is to use this indication,togetherwith background knowledge, to construct an interpretation of the speaker's
meaning, guided by expectations of relevance raised by the utterance
itself. The conceptualresourcesbroughtto this task include all the concepts encoded in the hearer'slanguage, but they go well beyond this
(Sperberand Wilson 1998a).In particular,a concept may be recognized
in context as a constituent of the speaker's explicit" meaning even
though there is no expressionin the sentence uttered,or indeed in the
language,which has this concept as its linguistically-encodedmeaning.
This happensregularlyin casesof loose use.
ConsiderSue chattingto her friendJim in the street.She looks at her
watch and says:
(30) I can'tstay.I must run to the bank.
The processby which Jim interpretsSue'sutterance,'I must run to the
bank',may be representedas in Table2.
What Jim takes to be Sue's explicit meaning may be described as in
(31e):

(31e) Sue must RUN*to the bank (whereRUN* is the meaning indicated by 'run',and is such that Sue's having to RUN* to the
bank is relevant-as-expectedin the context).

10Thereis now a considerableliteratureon hidden constituents(and more generally,on possible pragmaticcontributionsto explicit content). See, for example,Bach (1994;1997;2000); Groefsema (1995); Bezuidenhout (1997);Stainton (1997;1998); Carston (2000; forthcoming); Neale
(2000);

Stanley (2000);

Stanley and Szabo (2000); Taylor (forthcoming); Recanati (forthcoming).

" This will obviously involve some rethinkingof the notion of explicitnessitself. We do this in
?7 below.
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(31a) Sue has said to Jim, 'I must run
to the bank'.

Decoding of Sue'sutterance.

(31b) Sue's utterance is optimally relevant to Jim.

Expectation raised by the recognition
of Sue's utteranceas a communicative
act, and acceptance of the presumption of relevanceit automatically conveys.

(31c) Sue's utterance will achieve relevance by explaining why she must
break off their chat.

Expectation raised by (b), together
with thefact that such an explanation
would be most relevant to Jim at this
point.

(31d) Having to hurry to the bank on
urgent business is a good reason for
breaking off a chat.

First assumption to occur to Jim
which, together with other appropriate premisses, might satisfy expectation (c). Accepted as an implicit
premiss of Sue'sutterance.

(31e) Sue must RUN* to the bank
(where RUN* is the meaning indicated by 'run', and is such that Sue's
having to RUN* to the bank is relevant-as-expected in the context).

(Description of) the first enriched
interpretation of Sue's utterance as
decoded in (a) to occur to Jim which
might combine with (d) to lead to the
satisfaction of (c). Interpretation
acceptedas Sue'sexplicit meaning.

(31f) Sue must break off their chat
because she must hurry to the bank
on urgent business.

Inferredfrom (d) and (e), satisfying
(c) and acceptedas an implicit conclusion of Sue'sutterance.

(31g) Sue is afraid that if she stays
chatting any longer, the bank may
close before she gets there.

From (f) plus backgroundknowledge.
One of severalpossible weak implicatures of Sue's utterance which,
together with (f), satisfy expectation
(b).

Table 2
This is not, of course, a proper paraphrase (let alone a proper analysis)
of Sue's meaning (as understood by Jim). The notions of a meaning
indicated by a word and of relevance-as-expected in a context are not
constituents of Sue's meaning, and Jim does not have to use them in
understanding her utterance. As it stands, (31e) is not an interpretation
but merely a description of Sue's meaning. It attributes to Sue's utter-
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ance the propertyof indicatingratherthan encoding her meaning, and
to Sue'smeaning the propertyof warrantingthe derivationof enough
cognitive effectsto make her utteranceworth processingfor Jim. However,it goes without sayingthat if Jim succeeds at all in understanding
Sue'sutterance,the outcome of the comprehensionprocesswill be not
a description but an interpretationof Sue'smeaning:that is, a mental
representationwhich, if not identical to Sue'smeaning, has a content
similarenough for this to count as a case of successfulcomprehension.
In particular,Jim'sinterpretationmust contain an unglossedversion of
the concept RUN*,which on our account was not encoded but merely
indicatedby her use of the word 'run'.
Assuming that a satisfactory account can be given of the nature of
these concepts, and of how hearersmay grasp them (we will return to
this below), an analysis along the lines in (31) shows how a word like
'run', or 'Kleenex', which is neither semantically nor pragmatically
vague, and which (as we argued in ?3 above) cannot be satisfactorily
analysedby appeal to contextually-determinedstandardsof precision,
may be loosely used and understood. As we will show, the analysis is
straightforwardlygeneralizableto the full rangeof cases,including'flat'
and 'five o'clock',makingthe appealto contextually-determinedstandards of precisionunnecessary.
ConsiderPeterand Marydiscussingtheir next cyclingtrip. Peterhas
just said that he feels ratherunfit. Maryreplies:
(32) We could go to Holland. Holland is flat.
The processby which PeterinterpretsMary'sutterance,'Hollandis flat',
may be schematicallyrepresentedas in Table3
What Petertakes to be Mary'sexplicit meaning may be describedas
in (33e):
(33e) Holland is FLAT*(where FLAT*is the meaning indicated by
'flat' and is such that Holland'sbeing FLAT*is relevant-as-expected in the context).
As noted above,this is not an interpretationbut merelya descriptionof
Mary'smeaning. It attributesto Mary'sutterancethe propertyof indicating ratherthan encoding her meaning, and to Mary'smeaning the
property of warranting the derivation of enough cognitive effects to
make her utteranceworth processingfor Peter.However,the outcome
of the comprehension process must be an interpretationratherthan a
description of Mary's meaning. In particular, it must contain an
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unglossed version of the concept FLAT*,which on our account was not
encoded but merely indicated by her use of the word 'flat'.
(33a) Mary has said to Peter, 'Holland is flat'.

Decoding of Mary's utterance.

(33b) Mary's utterance is optimally
relevant to Peter.

Expectation raised by the recognition
of Mary's utterance as a communicative act, and acceptance of the presumption of relevanceit automatically
conveys.

(33c) Mary's utterance will achieve
relevance by giving reasons for her
proposal to go cycling in Holland,
which take account of Peter's immediately preceding complaint that he
feels rather unfit.

Expectation raised by (b), together
with thefact that such reasons would
be most relevantto Peter at thispoint.

(33d) Cycling on relatively flatter terrain which involves little or no
climbing is less strenuous, and
would be enjoyable in the circumstances.

First assumption to occur to Peter
which, together with other appropriate premisses, might satisfy expectation (c). Accepted as an implicit
premiss of Mary's utterance.

(33e) Holland is FLAT* (where
FLAT*is the meaning indicated by
'flat' and is such that Holland's being
FLAT*is relevant-as-expected in the
context).

(Description of) the first enriched
interpretation of Mary's utterance as
decoded in (a) to occur to Peter which
might combine with (d) to lead to the
satisfaction of (c). Interpretation
acceptedas Mary'sexplicit meaning.

(33f) Cycling in Holland would
involve little or no climbing.

Inferredfrom (d) and (e). Acceptedas
an implicit conclusionof Mary's utterance.

(33g) Cycling in Holland would be
less strenuous, and would be enjoyable in the circumstances.

Inferred from (d) and (f), satisfying
(b) and (c) and accepted as an
implicit conclusion of Mary's utterance.

Table 3
What might this concept FLAT*be? It is not too difficult to give a rough
answer. As Mary means it, a terrain is FLAT* if travelling across it
involves little or no climbing. Being FLAT* is quite compatible with
small-scale unevenness, and indeed with being not plane but convex
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because of the curvatureof the Earth.12However,the concept FLAT*
indicated by Mary'sutterance is more specific than this. It has to do
with cycling when rather unfit, which determines what will count as
cases of climbing. On another occasion, when travelling by car and
hoping to see mountain scenery,Marymight describethe south of England as 'flat':what she would then mean is not FLAT*but some other
concept FLAT**,which would be appropriatelyindicatedin this different contextby her use of the word 'flat'.
How does Petergrasp the concept FLAT*indicatedby Mary'sutterance?We claim that, in appropriatecircumstances,the relevance-theoretic comprehensionprocedureshould automaticallyguide the hearer
to an acceptablyclose version of the concept conveyed.As noted above,
the hearer'sexpectationsof relevancewarrantthe assumption that the
speaker'sexplicit meaning will contextually imply a range of specific
consequences (made easily accessible,though not yet implied, by the
linguistically-encodedsentencemeaning). Havingidentifiedthese consequences,he may then, by a processof backwardsinference,enrichhis
interpretationof the speaker'sexplicit meaningto a point where it does
carrythese implications.
The claim that Holland is FLAT*carries a range of implications
which Mary expects to satisfy Peter's expectations of relevance. The
concept FLAT*is individuated (though not, of course, defined) by the
fact that, in the situation described, it is the first concept to occur to
Peterwhich determines these implications. If Mary has correctlypredicted which implicationsPeterwill actuallyderivefrom her utterance,
he should arriveby a processof spontaneousbackwardsinferenceat an
appropriateunderstandingof her explicitmeaning,and in particularof
the concept FLAT*.
The implications which Mary expects Peter to derive need not be
individuallyrepresentedand jointly listed in her mind. In normal circumstances,they would not be. She might merelyexpect him to derive
some implicationswhich provide reasonsfor going cyclingin Holland,
and are similarin tenor to those she herselfhas in mind (againwithout
necessarilyhaving a distinct awarenessof each and everyone of them).
To the extent that her expectations about the implications Peter will
derive are indeterminate,the same will go for the concept she intends
him to arriveat by backwardsinferencefrom these implications.Notice
that a differencein implications need not lead to a differencein con12In fact, for a
largecountry,being FLAT*is incompatiblewith being flat:if Holland were flat,
travellingfrom the centre to the borderswould involve going upwards,that is, furtherawayfrom
the centre of the Earth.
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cepts:from a somewhatdifferentset of implicationsthan the one envisaged by Mary,Petermay in fact arriveat the same concept FLAT*that
she had in mind (i.e. a mental representationwhich picks out the same
property). Suppose, however, that Peter constructs some concept
FLAT**which differs slightly from FLAT*,but has roughly the same
import in the situation. This would not be a case of imperfectcommunication or insufficientunderstanding.As noted above, it is quite normal for communicators to aim at such a relatively loose fit between
speaker'smeaning and hearer'sinterpretation.
We have described Mary's remark that Holland is flat as a case of
loose use. We could also have describedit as a case of hyperbole (i.e. as
a trope). After all, taken literally, it would be a gross exaggeration.
Nothing of substance hinges on whether Mary's utterance is categorized in one way or the other.Literal,loose, hyperbolicalor metaphorical interpretationsare arrivedat by exactlysame process,and there is a
continuum of caseswhich crosscutthese categories.
Consider again the case of Peter and Mary discussing their next
cyclingtrip. Peterhas just said that he feels ratherunfit. In this version,
Maryreplies:
(34) We could go to Holland. Holland is a picnic.
This is clearlya metaphoricaluse of 'picnic' The processby which Peter
interpretsMary'sutterancemay be representedas in Table4.
Maryuses the word 'picnic'to indicate the concept PICNIC*,which
is part of what she wants to convey. Peter reconstructsthis concept by
treatingthe word 'picnic'and its associatedmental encyclopaedicentry
as a sourceof potentialimplicit premissessuch as (35d)and (35e).From
these implicit premissesand a still-incompleteinterpretationof Mary's
explicitmeaning, he tentativelyderivesthe implicit conclusionsin (35g)
and (35h), which make the utterancerelevantas expected in the situation. He then arrivesby backwardsinferenceat the full interpretationof
the explicit content in (35f),and its constituentconcept PICNIC*.
There is an unavoidable arbitrarinessabout the way we have listed
the implicit premissesand conclusions in (35).The more metaphorical
the interpretation,the greaterthe responsibilitythe hearerhas to take
for the constructionof implicatures(i.e. implicit premissesand conclusions), and the weaker most of these implicatures will be. Typically,
poetic metaphorshave a wide range of potential implicatures,and the
audienceis encouragedto be creativein exploringthis range (a factwell
recognized in literary theory since the Romantics). Communication
need not fail if the implicaturesconstructedby the hearerare not iden-
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tical to those envisaged by the speaker. Some freedom of interpretation
is allowed for, and indeed encouraged, by those who speak metaphorically.
(35a) Mary has said to Peter, 'Hol-

Decoding of Mary'sutterance.

landis a picnic'
(35b) Mary's utterance is optimally
relevant to Peter.

Expectation raised by the recognition
of Mary's utterance as a communicative act, and acceptance of the presumption of relevanceit automatically
conveys.

(35c) Mary's utterance will achieve
relevance by giving reasons for her
proposal to go cycling in Holland,
which take into account Peter's
immediately preceding complaint
that he feels rather unfit.

Expectation raised by (b), together
with the fact that such reasons would
be most relevantto Peter at this point.

(35d) Going on a picnic takes little
effort.

First assumptions to occur to Peter
which, together with other appropriate premisses, might satisfy expectation (c). Acceptedas implicitpremisses
of Mary's utterance.

(35e) Going on a picnic is a pleasant
and relaxed affair.
(35f) Holland is a PICNIC* (where
PICNIC* is the meaning indicated
by 'picnic',and is such that Holland's
being a PICNIC* is relevant-asexpected in the context).

(Description of) the first enriched
interpretation of Mary's utterance as
decodedin (a) to occurto Peterwhich,
togetherwith (d) and (e), might lead
to the satisfaction of (c). Interpretation acceptedas Mary'sexplicit meaning.

(35g) Going to Holland would take
little effort.

Inferredfrom (d) and (f), contributing to the satisfaction of (b) and (c),
and acceptedas an implicit conclusion
of Mary'sutterance.

Table 4
The concepts FLAT* and PICNIC* conveyed by Mary's utterances in
(32) and (34) are neither encoded nor encodable in English as spoken
by Mary and Peter at the time of their exchange. There is no single word
or phrase of English which has FLAT*or PICNIC* as one of its linguis-
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tically-encoded senses. However, once Mary and Peter have successfully
communicated one of these concepts, they may be able to co-ordinate
more or less tacitly and adopt a new word or phrase to encode it, or add
to the polysemy of an existing word (e.g. by giving the word 'flat' the
additional stable sense FLAT*).
Different degrees of difficulty are involved in entertaining a linguistically unencodable concept such as FLAT*or PICNIC*, communicating
it, and lexicalizing it. Entertaining a currently unencodable concept (i.e.
a concept not encodable given the resources of the language at that
time) is a relatively easy, everyday affair. As individuals, we engage in
such a cognitive practice every time we discriminate and think about a
property not describable by a word or phrase in our public language,
which may well be several times a day. Communicating such an unencodable concept is a matter of co-ordinating the cognitive activities of
two individuals so that they simultaneously attend to the same property
or object. This is harder than doing it separately, but is still a relatively
frequent affair. Stabilizing a word in the public language to encode such
a concept involves co-ordinating cognitive dispositions in a community
over time. This is much harder, and does not normally happen more
than, say, a few times a year in a homogeneous speech community (see
Sperber and Wilson 1998a).
7. Rethinking

'explicit' 'literal' and 'what is said'
If the above analysis is correct, the notions explicit, literal and what is
said, which Grice and Lewis saw as relatively unproblematic, will have
to be rethought. In this final section, we will suggest some lines on
which such a rethinking might be approached.
For Grice, a speaker's meaning consists of what is said and (optionally) what is implicated. He introduced the terms 'implicate' and 'implicature' to refer to what is implicitly communicated, but rather than use
the symmetrical 'explicate' and 'explicature', or just talk of what is
explicitly communicated, he chose to contrast what is implicated with
the ordinary-language notion what is said. This terminological choice
reflected both a presupposition and a goal. The presupposition was that
what is said is an intuitively clear, common-sense notion.13 The goal was
to argue against a view of meaning that ordinary-language philosophers were defending at the time. To achieve this goal, Grice wanted to
13
See Grice (1989a,pp. 359-368) on the centrality of the intuitive notion of saying, which he
characterizedin what he acknowledgedwas 'a certainfavored,and maybein some degreeartificial,
sense' (Grice1967,p. 118).
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show that what is said is best described by a relativelyparsimonious
semantics, while much of the complexity and subtlety of utterance
interpretation should be seen as falling on the implicit side (Carston
1998;forthcoming). We share Grice'sdesire to relieve the semantics of
natural language of whatever can be best explained at the pragmatic
level, but we take a ratherdifferentview of how this pragmaticexplanation should go.
In our account,we give a theoreticalstatusto the notions of explicature and implicature (roughly, the explicit and implicit contents of
utterances), but not to the notions of literal meaning or what is said.
Indeed, we introduced the term 'explicature',on the model of Grice's
'implicature',becausewe doubt that there is any common-sense notion
of what is said capable of playing a useful role in the study of verbal
comprehension. In our framework, explicatures are arrived at by a
combination of decoding and inference,while implicaturesare wholly
inferred.Identifyingthe explicature'4of an utteranceis a matterof disambiguating,enrichingand fine-tuning the semantic schema obtained
by linguistic decoding. Inferringthe implicaturesis a matter of identifying implicit premisses and conclusions which yield an overall interpretationthat is relevantin the expectedway.As we have shown above,
explicaturesand implicaturesare typically constructed in parallel,via
mutual adjustmentof interpretivehypothesesguidedby considerations
of relevance.
We have alreadyarguedthat implicaturesmay vary in strength.The
same is true of explicatures. The identification of an explicature
involves a certain amount of inference. Since the inference process is
non-demonstrative and draws on backgroundknowledge, the hearer
must take a certaindegree of responsibilityfor how it comes out. How
much responsibilityhe has to take varies from utteranceto utterance:
explicatures may be weaker or stronger, depending on the degree of
indeterminacyintroducedby the inferentialaspect of comprehension.
To illustrate,let us returnto dialogue (24) and considerthree new versions of Lisa'sanswerin (36a-c):
(24) (a) AlanJones:Do you want to join us for supper?
(b) Lisa:No, thanks.I've eaten.
(36) (a) Lisa:No, thanks.I've alreadyeaten supper.
14We are consideringhere only what we call basic or first-levelexplicatures.We also claim that
there arehigher-levelexplicatureswhich do not normallycontributeto the truth conditions of the
utterance (Wilson and Sperber 1993; Carston 2000; Ifantidou 2001).
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(b) Lisa:No, thanks.I've alreadyeaten tonight.
(c) Lisa:No, thanks.I've alreadyeaten suppertonight.
In identifyingthe explicit content of all four answers,a certainamount
of inference (and hence a certain degree of indeterminacy)is involved.
It might be thought that the only inferences involved in (36c) are
a matter of fixing the referents of 'I' and
automatic-just
'tonight'-but this would be a mistake.When Lisadescribeswhat she
has eaten as supper, she may be speaking loosely. She may have had a
sandwich,and be unwilling to eat again for that reason. So Alan might
reasonablytake 'supper'to mean SUPPER*:that is, say,enough food to
be a substitute for supper. If, instead, he takes 'supper'to mean SUPPER (i.e. a regularevening meal), this is no less inferential.Whichever
of the two interpretationsis the firstto come to mind will yield an overall interpretationwhich is relevant as expected, and will therefore be
accepted.
Note that the firstmeaning to occur to Alan need not be the encoded
meaning SUPPER.Suppose he knows that Lisagenerallyhas a salad or
a sandwichinsteadof supper:then by sayingthat she has eaten 'supper',
she may make SUPPER*more easily accessible than SUPPER.More
generally, the most accessible sense need not be the linguisticallyencoded one, so when an encoded lexical sense is in fact chosen, the
same process is involved as when a word is taken to convey a nonencoded sense. In each case, the first sense accessedand found to contribute to a relevant-as-expected interpretation is taken to be the
intended one.
All four answers (24b) and (36a-c) communicate not just the same
overallcontent but also the same explicatureand implicatures.If this is
not immediatelyobvious, there is a standardtest for deciding whether
some part of the communicatedcontent is explicitlyor implicitly conveyed. The test involves checking whether the item falls within the
scope of logical operators when embedded into a negative or conditional sentence:explicaturesfall within the scope of negation and other
logical operators, while implicatures do not (Carston 1988;Recanati
1989;Wilson and Sperber 1998;Ifantidou 2001). Thus, consider the
hypothesis that the explicatureof (24b) is simply the trivial truth that
Lisahas eaten at some point beforethe time of utterance,and that she is
merely implicating that she has eaten that evening. The standard
embedding test suggests that this hypothesis is false. If Lisa had produced the utterance, 'I haven'teaten' (as in dialogue (27)), she would
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clearly not have been saying that she has never eaten in her life, but
merely denying that she has eaten 'supper'(i.e. SUPPERor SUPPER*)
that very evening. So in saying, 'I've eaten,'Lisais explicitlycommunicating that she has eaten 'supper'that very evening.
Although all four answers convey the same explicature-that Lisa
has eaten SUPPER(or SUPPER*)that evening-there is a clear sense
in which it is weaker in (24b) than in (36a) or (36b), and stronger in
(36c). The greater the inferential element involved (and hence the
greaterthe indeterminacy),the weakerthe explicaturewill be. In particular,ceterisparibus,the greaterthe gap between the encoded meaning of the word and the concept conveyed by use of that word, the
weakerthe explicaturewill be. With metaphors,explicaturesare at their
weakest.
When the explicature is quite strong, and in particularwhen each
word in an utteranceis used to convey (one of) its encoded meaning(s),
what we are calling the explicatureis close to what might be commonsensicallydescribedas the explicit content, or what is said, or the literal
meaning of the utterance.Whether the explicatureis strong or weak,
the notion of explicatureappliesstraightforwardly.
However,things go
the
notions
of
literal
with
common-sense
differently
meaningand what
is said.
The notion of literalmeaning,which playssuch a centralrole in most
theories of languageuse, is unclearin many respects.Supposewe define
the literal meaning of a sentence as one of its linguistically-encoded
senses. Then the literal meaning of a sentence never coincides with
what the speaker explicitly communicates by uttering this sentence
(except in the case of genuine 'eternalsentences',if such things exist or
are ever used). A speaker'smeaning is typically propositional, and at
the very least, referenceresolutionis needed in orderto get from a sentence meaning to a proposition. It seems more appropriate,then, to
define the literal meaning of an utterance (rather than a sentence) as
the proposition obtained by combining its linguistic sense with its reference. When the speaker'smeaning coincides with this proposition,
we do indeed have a prototypicalcase ofliteralness.Supposean anthropologist confesses:
(37) I have eaten human flesh.
In most situations,(37)would be relevantenough if it wereunderstood
as explicitlycommunicatingits literalmeaning,without any narrowing
of the time span or the way in which the eating of human flesh is
understood to have taken place. This is then a prototypicalcase where
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literalmeaning (understoodas sense plus reference)coincides with the
speaker'sexplicit meaning, or explicature.However,such cases are the
exceptionratherthan the rule.
In the first place, there are caseswhere the explicaturecannot simply
correspond to the combination of linguistic sense plus reference,
because this is not enough to determine a unique proposition. Consider (38):
(38) His car is too big.
Evenwhen the linguistic sense is combined with appropriatereferents
for the pronoun 'his' and the presenttense, the resultis not a complete
proposition.'5'His car' might be the car he owns, the car he is renting,
the car he is thinking about, and so on, and deciding which it is meant
to be is not a matterof disambiguationor referenceassignment,but of
enriching the linguistically-encoded meaning. Similarly, 'too big' is
indeterminateunless some contextualcriterionis supplied for deciding
what counts as big enough in this case. Such cases are sometimes dealt
with by redefiningthe literalmeaning of an utteranceas determinedby
a combination of sense, plus reference, plus obligatory enrichment
(sometimes known as the 'minimalproposition'expressedby an utterance).l6Suppose,then, that (38) is enrichedas in (39):
(39) The car Bob is planningto steal is too big to hide in the lorry.
Is this the literal meaning of (38) on that occasion, or is there some
other, simplerliteralmeaning?If so, what is it? In such cases,intuitions
about literalnessbecome quite unclear.
Evenleaving aside the problem of obligatoryenrichment (and other
relatedproblems discussed in Searle1979,Ch.5), and considering only
sentences where the combination of sense plus referencedetermines a
complete proposition, the fact is that in most cases, the explicatureof
an utterancegoes well beyond this. The identificationof an explicature
may involve enrichment of the encoded meaning, loosening of the
encoded meaning, or some combination of enrichmentand loosening.
Such cases are sometimes dealt with by drawinga distinction between
literalmeaningand literaluse, and treatingan utteranceas a case of lit15Whateverthe proposition expressedby a literal utteranceof (38), it entails the existentially
quantified proposition Thereis a relationshipbetween the referentof 'his' and a unique car, and
thereis a criterionof size, such that this car is too big by this criterion.However,this proposition is
neverthe utterancemeaningof (38), and it would be highly counter-intuitiveto treatit as its literal
meaning.
16

See, for example, Travis (1985); Carston (1988; 1998; 2000; forthcoming);
forthcoming); Bach (1994; 1997; 2000).
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eral use providedthat the explicaturedepartsfrom the literalmeaning
only by being richer or more specific (e.g. Katz 1990, pp 144-6). So

when Lisasays,'I have eaten',in responseto Alan'sinvitationto supper,
the literalmeaning of her utterance(the propositionthat Lisahas eaten
at some point in a time span ending at the time of utterance)is determined in the regularway by combining sense with reference.Since her
actual meaning (that she has eaten supper that evening) is an enrichment of the literalmeaning,this would count as a case of literaluse."7
This proposal also runs into problems. If enrichment of meaning
preservesliteralnessof use, then (40) must be treatedas a case of literal
use:
(40) [Antony praising Brutus in Julius Caesar] This was a man!

However,in classicalrhetoric,(40) would be classifiedas a case of figurativeuse (more precisely,as a varietyof synecdoche).Hereagain,intuitions are probablynot clear enough to decide, so the decision would
have to be made on theoretical grounds. But we have argued that a
notion of literalnesshas no role to play in a theory of languageuse. The
interpretation of every utterance involves a process of meaning construction, which is the same whether the result is an enriched, loosened, enriched-and-loosened, or literal interpretation.Yes,literalness
can be defined, or at least characterized,in terms of a prototype, but,
no, verbal understandingdoes not involve paying any attention to literal meaning, let alone to literal use. There is no theoretical basis for
sharpeningour characterizationof literalness.On the other hand, as we
will see, there may be social pressureto do so.
Similarproblems arise with the notion of what is said. Given that a
speakerhas producedsome utteranceU as an act of verbalcommunication, what is the propercompletion of (41)?
(41) The speaker said that ...

The idea that thereis a theoreticallyadequateand useful notion of what
is said implies that there is a correct completion of (41) (or a set of
semanticallyequivalentcompletions) which uniquely captureswhat is
said by uttering U. (This is, of course, compatiblewith recognizingthat
differentcompletionsmay be pragmaticallyacceptablein differentsitu17Note that, in order to
ground a clear notion of literalness, the notion of enrichment itself
must be properlydefined. It cannot be defined in terms of entailment since, presumably,literalness of use is maintainedunder negation or embedding (e.g. in the antecedentof a conditional),
whereasentailmentrelationsare not: 'I have eaten'is entailedby 'I have eaten suppertonight',but
'I have not eaten' is not entailed by 'I have not eaten supper tonight';similarlywith 'If I have/haven't eaten (suppertonight), then P)'.
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ations. For instance, the dots might be replacedby an exegesis,a summary or a sarcastic rendering of U. However, these would not fit the
intended notion of what is said.) Prototypicalinstancesof the intended
notion are easy to find: they are the same as the prototypicalinstances
of literalmeaning.Thus, what was said by the speakerof (37) is unproblematicallyrenderedas (42):
(42) The anthropologistsaid that she has eaten human flesh.
Here, the speaker'sexplicit meaning can be straightforwardlyrendered
by a transposition from direct to indirect quotation. However, this is
not alwaysso.
When Lisa produces the utterance in (24b), 'I have eaten' (with an
explicature rather weaker than the one conveyed by (36c), 'I have
alreadyeaten supper tonight'), what is she saying?Intuitions typically
waver. Saying is often understood in an indirect-quotational sense,
where what is said is properlyrenderedby an indirect quotation of the
original utterance.It might thus be claimed that in uttering (24b), Lisa
is merely sayingthat she has eaten;but this would not adequatelycapture her meaning as we have described it above. Saying can also be
understood in a commitment sense, where what is said is what the
speakeris committing herselfto in producingan utterance.This is typically the sense invokedwhen, precisely,the competence or sincerityof
the speaker'scommitment is being challenged.Suppose Alan repliesto
Lisa'sutterance (24b), 'What you just said is false: I happen to know
that you haven't eaten a thing since lunch.' By common-sense standards,Alan is not misusing the word 'said'.However,his responsemakes
sense only if he was taking Lisato have said not just that she has eaten,
but that she has eaten that very evening. Of course, Lisa might then
reply that she had so much lunch that she didn't feel like eating anything more that day. While this might be seen as disingenuous, the
explicatureof her utteranceis weak enough to leave room for reasonable doubt. On the other hand, if she had not eaten for days, then in
uttering(24b) in this situation,she would undoubtedlybe sayingsomething false.
The weakerthe explicatureof an utterance,the harderit is to paraphrase what the speakerwas saying except in the indirect-quotational
sense. It is alwayssafe to quote the speaker'swords (either directly or
indirectly), but this is of limited use. It would be more useful to paraphrase the speaker'smeaning, except for the element of arbitrariness
involved. This vacillation between a quotational and a commitment
sense of 'saying'is particularlyobvious in the case of metaphor.On the
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one hand, we may feel that here the only safe sense is the quotational
one. When Mary produces the utterancein (34), 'Holland is a picnic',
we would all immediatelyagreethat she is sayingthat Holland is a picnic. However, this does not provide a truth-evaluable content which
can be crisply and confidently paraphrasedand which Mary is clearly
committingherselfto. On the other hand, it is quite possibleto disagree
with what is being said (in an everyday sense) without being able to
paraphraseit. If Peter disagrees with Mary'sutterance, 'Holland is a
picnic',he may well tell her, 'Whatyou say is false.'Here, he would be
expressing disagreement with Mary's explicature, however vague,
ratherthan makingthe obvious point that Hollandis a countryand not
a social event.
Speakers commit themselves, and they can be criticized for their
commitments. Often, however, the exact characterof their commitment can be disputed. This happens quite regularlyat home, in public
life, and in court. Arguingabout what was said-both its content and
its truthfulness-is a social practice conducted within the framework
of 'folk-linguistics.' The notions of literal meaning and what is said
come from folk-linguistics, and they may well play a useful (or even
indispensable)role within this framework.Most people are more interested in the norms governing linguistic communication than in the
mechanisms by which it is achieved. The apparentplatitudes listed at
the beginning of this paper-as speakers,we expect what we say to be
acceptedas true, as hearers,we expectwhat is said to us to be true-are
versionsof one of these folk-linguisticnorms, a norm of truthfulnessin
what is said.
In the situationswhere it is typicallyappealedto, the norm of truthfulness is a reasonablerequirementon verbalcommunication.It is generallyinvokedwhen the audiencesuspectsthat it is being violated, and
it is very rarefor a speakeraccusedof violating it to dispute its applicability. By contrast, disagreementsabout what was actuallysaid are not
rareat all. The notion of literalmeaning is typicallyinvokedin the context of such disputes.It is often easierto agreeon the literalmeaning of
an utterance,and on its literaltruth or falsity,than on what the speaker
meant, or what the hearercould reasonablyhaveunderstood.A speaker
can retreatbehind the literalmeaning of her utterance,which may have
been true even if the utterancewas misleading.A hearercan point out
that what was literallysaid was false,and the speakermay replythat she
was not intending to be taken so literally. Many such arguments are
never settled. This shows the limitations of any description of the
speaker'scommitment in terms of the folk-linguisticnotion of saying.
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The very idea that what a speakersays should always(with the possible exceptionof poetry) be either literalor paraphrasableby means of a
literal utteranceis an illusion of folk-linguistics.Westernfolk-linguistics, at least, is committed to a code model of communication from
which it follows that what is said should alwaysbe transparentor paraphrasable.Effortsto bring communicative practice into line with this
ideal have had some effect on languageuse. In forms of verbalinteraction where the speaker'scommitments are particularlyimportantfrom
a social point of view (in science or law,for example),there is a demand
that speech should in generalbe literal, and that occasionaldepartures
from literalnessshould be overt and obvious: occasionalmetaphorsare
acceptable,but not the loose uses found in ordinary exchanges. How
well the demand is actuallysatisfiedis anothermatter.In general,folklinguistic theories about communicative practice have rather limited
and peripheraleffects on the naturalprocessesof speech and comprehension, where so many of the sub-processes involved are automatic
and impenetrable(cf. Levelt1989).
It may have seemed reasonableto philosopherssuch as Paul Griceor
David Lewis to base their philosophy of language on a reformulated
norm of truthfulness. However, their reformulations did not go far
enough. Both Griceand Lewistook for grantedthat truthfulnessbased
on the conventionalmeaning of utterancesis expected (for Grice,conventional meaning is just literalmeaning;for Lewis,it is literalor figurative meaning, with figurative meaning being derived from literal
meaning). This assumptionplayeda centralrole in Lewis'sexplanation
of how linguistic meaning could be conventional, and in Grice's
account of how non-conventionalmeanings could be conveyed.18
We agreethat, at least in most cases,a hearerwho attendsto an utterance expects to be informed of something. We agree with Grice that
'false information is not an inferior kind of information; it just is not
information'(Grice1989a,p. 371).So, yes, hearersexpect to be provided
with true information. But there is an infinite supply of true information which is not worth attendingto. Actualexpectationsare of relevant
information,which (because it is information) is also true.'9However,
we have arguedthat there just is no expectationthat the true information communicatedby an utteranceshould be literallyor convention18Although her notion of a convention, and of the role of intention in communication, differs
from those of Lewisor Grice,RuthMillikan(1984)also bases her philosophyof languageon a version of the norm of truthfulness(see Origgiand Sperber2000 for discussion).

19Forfurtherdiscussionof the relationbetween truth and relevance,see the Postfaceto the second edition of Relevance(Sperberand Wilson 1995),section 3.2.1.
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ally expressed,as opposed to being explicatedor implicatedin the sense
we have discussedhere.
Linguistically-encodedmeaning is far too schematic and fragmentary to be capable of being true or false: it is just an input to further
processing.Contraryto the standardview, this furtherprocessingdoes
not consist simply in combining linguistic sense with contextualreference in order to determine a literal meaning. The fact that the speaker
has producedthis utterancewith this linguistic meaning is expectedto
provide a relevantpiece of evidence and a point of departurefor inferring the speaker'smeaning. The resultingexplicaturesand implicatures
are in turn expected to provide worthwhile input for further processing: that is, to be relevant(and thereforetrue).20
University College London

DEIRDREWILSON

GowerStreet
LondonWC1E6BT,UK
ucl.ac.uk
deirdre@ling.
Institut Jean Nicod (CNRS & EHESS)

DAN SPERBER

1 bisAvenuede Lowendal
Paris75007,France
dan@sperber.com
References
Bach, Kent 1994:'ConversationalImpliciture'.Mind and Language,9,
pp. 124-62.

'The Semantics-PragmaticsDistinction:What it is and Why
-1997:
it Matters'.LinguistischeBerichte,8 (Special Issue on Pragmatics),
pp. 33-50. Reprintedin Turner1999.
--2000:
'Quantification, Qualification and Context: A Reply to
Stanleyand Szabo'.Mind and Language,15, pp. 262-83.
Bezuidenhout,Anne 1997:'Pragmatics,SemanticUnderdetermination
Distinction'Mind,106,pp. 375-409.
and the Referential-Attributive
Carruthers,Peter and Boucher,Jill (eds) 1998:Languageand Thought:
Themes.Cambridge:CambridgeUniversityPress.
Interdisciplinary
20We are grateful to two anonymous reviewers for Mind, to Robyn Carston, Steven Gross,
Corinne Iten, PierreJacob,Stephen Neale, Gloria Origgi, FrancoisRecanati,Rob Stainton, Jason
Stanley,and the membersof the UCLPragmaticsReadingGroupfor many helpful comments and
suggestions.

This content downloaded from 185.44.79.62 on Tue, 24 Jun 2014 20:14:50 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

andRelevance629
Truthfulness
Carruthers,Peterand Chamberlain,Andrew (eds) 2000: Evolutionand
theHumanMind:Language,Modularityand SocialCognition.Cambridge:CambridgeUniversityPress.
Carston, Robyn 1988:'Implicature, Explicatureand Truth-Theoretic
Semantics', in Kempson 1988, pp. 155-81. Reprinted in Davis 1991.

-1998:
Pragmaticsand the Explicit-ImplicitDistinction. University
College London Ph.D. thesis.
2000: 'Explicatureand Semantics'.UCLWorking
Papersin Linguisin
Davis
and
Gillon.
tics, 12, 1-44. Forthcoming
forthcoming: Thoughtsand Utterances:ThePragmaticsof Explicit
Communication.Oxford:Blackwell.
Carston,Robynand Uchida, Seiji (eds) 1998:RelevanceTheory:Applicationsand Implications.Amsterdam:JohnBenjamins.
Cole, Peter(ed.) 1981:RadicalPragmatics.New York:AcademicPress.
Cole, Peterand Morgan,Jerry1975:Syntaxand Semantics3: SpeechActs.
New York:AcademicPress.
Davis, Steven (ed.) 1991:Pragmatics:A Reader.New York:Oxford UniversityPress.
Davis, Steven and Gillon, Brendan (eds) forthcoming: Semantics:A
Reader.New York:OxfordUniversityPress.
Gibbs,Rayand Moise, Jessica1997:'Pragmaticsin UnderstandingWhat
is Said'. Cognition, 62, pp. 51-74.

Girotto,Vittorio, Kemmelmeir,Markus,Van der Henst, Jean-Baptiste,
and Sperber,Dan 2001: 'Inept Reasonersor PragmaticVirtuosos?
Relevanceand the Deontic Selection Task'.Cognition,81, pp. B69B76.
Grice, H. Paul 1967:Logicand Conversation(William JamesLectures,
HarvardUniversity),in Grice1989b,pp. 3-143.Originallypublished
in Cole and Morgan 1975.
1-989a: 'RetrospectiveEpilogue',in Grice1989b,pp. 339-85.

1989b:Studiesin the Wayof Words.Cambridge,MA:HarvardUniversityPress.
Groefsema,Marjolein1995:'Understoodarguments:A semantic/pragmatic approach'.Lingua,96, pp. 139-61.
and its PhiloGross,Steven1998:Essayson LinguisticContext-Sensitivity
Harvard
Ph.D.
dissertation.
sophicalSignificance.
University
Gunderson,Keith(ed.) 1975:MinnesotaStudiesin the Philosophyof Science,volume VII. Minnesota:Universityof MinnesotaPress.
Happe, Francesca1993:'Communicative Competence and Theory of
Mind in Autism: A Test of Relevance Theory'. Cognition, 48, pp.
101-19.

This content downloaded from 185.44.79.62 on Tue, 24 Jun 2014 20:14:50 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

630 DeirdreWilsonandDanSperber
Hardman,David 1998:'Does ReasoningOccur in the SelectionTask?A
Comparisonof Relevance-BasedTheories'.Thinkingand Reasoning,
4, PP.353-76.
Horn, Laurenceand Ward, Gregory (eds) forthcoming: Handbookof
Pragmatics.Oxford:Blackwell.
Ifantidou, Elly 2001: Evidentials and Relevance. Amsterdam: John
Benjamins.
Jorgensen, Julia, Miller, George, and Sperber,Dan 1984: 'Test of the
Mention Theory of Irony'.Journalof ExperimentalPsychology:General, 113, pp. 112-20.

Katz,Jerrold1990:TheMetaphysicsof Meaning.Cambridge,MA: MIT
Press.
A Reader.CamKeefe,Rosannaand Smith, Peter (eds) 1997: Vagueness:
MA:
MIT
Press.
bridge,
TheInterfacebetween
Kempson,Ruth (ed.) 1988:MentalRepresentation:
and
Language Reality.Cambridge:CambridgeUniversityPress.
Khalfa, Jean (ed.) 1994: What is Intelligence?Cambridge:Cambridge
UniversityPress.
Levelt, Willem 1989:Speaking:From Intention to Articulation. Cambridge,MA:MIT Press.
Lewis, David 1970: 'General Semantics', in Lewis 1983,pp. 189-232. Originally published in Synthese, 22, 1970.
-1975:
'Languages and Language', in Lewis 1983, pp. 163-88. Originally published in Gunderson 1975.
-1979: 'Scorekeeping in a Language Game', in Lewis 1983, pp. 233-

49. Originallypublishedin Journalof PhilosophicalLogic,8, 1979.
-1983: PhilosophicalPapers,volume I. Oxford: Oxford University
Press.
Lyons,John1977:Semantics,volume II. Cambridge:CambridgeUniversity Press.
Matsui,Tomoko1998:'PragmaticCriteriafor ReferenceAssignment:A
Relevance-Theoretic Account of the Acceptability of Bridging'.
Pragmaticsand Cognition,6, pp. 47-97.
-2000: Bridgingand Relevance.Amsterdam:JohnBenjamins.
Millikan,Ruth1984:Language,Thoughtand OtherBiologicalCategories.
Cambridge,MA:MIT Press.
Neale, Stephen1992:'PaulGrice and the Philosophyof Language'.Linguistics and Philosophy, 15, pp. 509-59.

-2000: 'On being Explicit:Commentson Stanleyand Szabo,and on
Bach' Mind and Language, 15, pp. 284-94.

This content downloaded from 185.44.79.62 on Tue, 24 Jun 2014 20:14:50 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

andRelevance631
Truthfulness
Nicolle, Steven and Clark, Billy 1999: 'Experimental Pragmatics and
What is Said:A Response to Gibbs and Moise'. Cognition,66, pp.
337-54.
Noveck, Ira, Bianco, Maryse, and Castry,Alain 2001: 'The Costs and
Benefitsof Metaphor'.Metaphorand Symbol,16,pp. 109-21.
Origgi Gloria and Sperber,Dan 2000: 'Evolution,communication and
the proper function of language'.In Carruthersand Chamberlain
2000, pp. 140-69.

Politzer,Guy 1996:'A PragmaticAccount of a PresuppositionalEffect'.
Journal of PsycholinguisticResearch,25, 543-51.

Recanati, Francois 1989: 'The Pragmatics of What is Said'.Mind and
Language, 4, pp. 295-329. Reprinted in Davis 1991.

-forthcoming: 'Unarticulated constituents'. Forthcoming in Linguisticsand Philosophy.
Searle, John 1979:Expressionand Meaning. Cambridge: Cambridge
UniversityPress.
Sperber,Dan 1994:'UnderstandingVerbalUnderstanding',in Khalfa
1994, pp. 179-98.

A MultidisciplinaryPerspective.
-(ed.) 2000: Metarepresentations:
Oxford:OxfordUniversityPress.
Sperber,Dan, Cara, Francisco,and Girotto, Vittorio 1995:'Relevance
Theory Explainsthe SelectionTask'.Cognition,57, pp. 31-95.
Sperber,Dan and Wilson, Deirdre 1981: 'Irony and the Use-Mention
Distinction'. In Cole 1981, pp. 295-318. Reprintedin Davis 1991.
Relevance: Communication
--1986a:
Oxford, second edition 1995.

and Cognition. Blackwell,

1986b:'Loose talk'.Proceedingsof theAristotelianSocietyLXXXVI,
1985-6, pp. 153-71. Reprinted in Davis 1991.

-1987: 'Presumptionsof Relevance'.Behavioraland Brain Sciences,
10, pp. 736-54.
-1990: 'Rhetoric and Relevance'. In Wellbery and Bender 1990, pp.
140-55.
1995: 'Postface'to the second edition of Sperberand Wilson 1986a,
pp. 255-79.

--1998a:

'The Mappingbetween the Mental and the Public Lexicon',

in Carruthers and Boucher 1998, pp. 184-200.

-1998b:

'Ironyand Relevance:A Replyto Drs Seto, Hamamoto and

Yamanashi',in Carston and Uchida 1998, pp. 283-93.
2002:

'Pragmatics,Modularityand Mindreading'.Mind and Lan-

guage, 17, pp. 3-23.

This content downloaded from 185.44.79.62 on Tue, 24 Jun 2014 20:14:50 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

632 DeirdreWilsonandDanSperber
Stainton,Robert1997:'UtteranceMeaningand SyntacticEllipsis'.Prag--

matics and Cognition, 5, pp. 51-78.

1998: 'Quantifier Phrases, "Meaningfulness in Isolation", and
Ellipsis'. Linguistics and Philosophy, 21, pp. 311-40.

Stanley,Jason2000: 'Contextand LogicalForm'.Linguisticsand Philosophy, 23, pp. 391-434.

Stanley,Jasonand Szabo,Zoltan 2000: 'On QuantifierDomain Restriction'. Mind and Language, 15, pp. 219-61.

Stich, Stephen 1990: The Fragmentationof Reason:Prefaceto a Pragmatic Theoryof CognitiveEvaluation.Cambridge,MA:MIT Press.
Taylor,Kenforthcoming:'Sex and breakfast'.Forthcomingin Synthese.
Travis, Charles 1985:'On What is Strictly Speaking True'.Canadian
Journal of Philosophy, 15, pp. 187-229.

Turner,Ken (ed.) 1999:TheSemantics-Pragmatics
InterfacefromDifferent Pointsof View.Amsterdam:ElsevierScience.
Unger,Peter1975:Ignorance:A Casefor Scepticism.Oxford:Clarendon
Press.
Vander Henst, Jean-Baptiste1999:'The MentalModel Theoryand Spatial Reasoning Re-Examined: The Role of Relevance in Premise
Order'.BritishJournalof Psychology,90, pp. 73-84.
Van der Henst, Jean-Baptiste,Carles, Laure,and Sperber,Dan forthcoming: 'Truthfulness and Relevance in Telling the Time'.
Forthcomingin Mind and Language.
Van der Henst, Jean-Baptiste, Sperber,Dan and Politzer, Guy 2002:
'When is a Conclusion Worth Deriving?A Relevance-BasedAnalysis of IndeterminateRelationalProblems'.Thinkingand Reasoning,
8, pp. 1-20.
Wellbery,David and Bender,John (eds) 1990:TheEndsof Rhetoric:History,Theory,Practice.Stanford,CA:StanfordUniversityPress.
Werth, Paul (ed.) 1981:Conversationand Discourse.London: Croom
Helm.
Williamson,Timothy1994:Vagueness.London:Routledge.
Wilson, Deirdreand Sperber,Dan 1981:'On Grice'sTheory of Conversation, in Werth 1981,pp. 155-78.
'On Verbal Irony'. Lingua, 87: 53-76.
--1992:
1993: 'Linguistic Form and Relevance'. Lingua, 9o: 1-25.
-1998: 'Pragmatics and Time', in Carston and Uchida 1998, pp. 1-22.

Amsterdam:John Benjamins.
-forthcoming: 'RelevanceTheory',in Horn and Wardforthcoming.
Wilson, Deirdre2000: 'Metarepresentationin LinguisticCommunication',in Sperber2000, pp. 411-48.

This content downloaded from 185.44.79.62 on Tue, 24 Jun 2014 20:14:50 PM
All use subject to JSTOR Terms and Conditions

