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Abstract
Current semantic theorising within the philosophy of language makes a stark
distinction between minimalist and contextualist theories. Relevance Theory (RT) is
usually classified as a radically contextualist theory because it takes the output of
linguistic semantics to be non-propositional and endorses the view that the utterance
of a particular sentence can express different propositions in different contexts. In this
short note, I consider the essential components of radical contextualism and suggest
that they do not, in fact, apply to RT and that the theory is more accurately construed
as being radically pragmaticist.

1 Introduction
Relevance Theory (RT) is one of several current semantic/pragmatic theories that
endorse the position that ‘free’ pragmatic processes contribute to what a speaker is
taken to have explicitly communicated (the explicature of her utterance). These are
processes which are not triggered or required by any linguistic property or feature
of the utterance but are entirely pragmatically motivated, that is, they are
responsive to the communicative presumption of optimal relevance that
accompanies utterances quite generally. They may result in a linguistically
unarticulated constituent of explicit content or an ad hoc concept derived by a
process of adjusting or modulated an encoded lexical concept. (For a relevancetheoretic account of how these kinds of processes work, see Carston 2002, Wilson
and Carston 2007, Wilson and Sperber 2004). Theories that acknowledge these free
pragmatic processes are generally taken to fall under the label of ‘(radical)
contextualism’, an approach to natural language semantics according to which
virtually any (open class) element of the language is context-sensitive. Semantic

* This paper is a slightly adapted excerpt from a much longer paper called ‘Explicit
Communication and “Free” Pragmatic Enrichment’, due to appear (2010) in Explicit
Communication: Robyn Carston’s Pragmatics, edited by Belén Soria and Esther Romero. I am
grateful to Deirdre Wilson, Catherine Wearing and Vladimir Žegarac for helpful discussion and
encouragement.
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minimalists like Borg (2004) and Cappelen and Lepore (2005) place relevance
theory squarely in the radical contextualist semantic camp and, given the usual
stark opposition between minimalism and contextualism, this seems right. But,
upon reflection, it is not so clear that it is the best way to characterise RT nor that
this distinction between semantic theories is central to what RT is all about.
Relevance theory is first and foremost a theory of communication and
interpretation, and its advocacy of the free pragmatic processes at issue is entirely
motivated by the aim of providing an account of how it is that speakers can succeed
in communicating contents that diverge in a range of ways from the meaning
encoded in the linguistic expressions they employ. In what follows, I will suggest
that the theory is, strictly speaking, neither ‘contextualist’ nor ‘semantic’ (though it
may well be ‘radical’).

2 Context-sensitivity and pragmatic susceptibility
On the RT view, virtually any expression can be used by a speaker and understood
by a hearer to express (to explicitly/directly communicate) a meaning that is
different from that which the expression (type) encodes. So a speaker can use the
word ‘butterfly’ to communicate a concept whose denotation includes certain
human beings, or the word ‘bachelor’ to communicate a concept whose denotation
includes some married men and excludes some unmarried men. This seems to be a
rather different phenomenon, involving a different property of the words
concerned, from the context-sensitivity of indexical words, which arguably do not
encode a concept to start with but rather a variable with certain indications about
the kind of value that variable should receive. Cappelen and Lepore have some
quite effective tests for distinguishing this latter class of linguistic expressions from
the rest and it comes as no surprise that there are such discriminatory tests: there
are strong pre-theoretic intuitions that indexicals are special and quite different
from words like ‘butterfly’ or ‘bachelor’.
One way of responding to these facts is to say, as some contextualists have done
(for instance, Bezuidenhout 2006), that there are various kinds of contextsensitivity, indexicality being just one of these kinds. Another, and to me
preferable, sort of response is to make a distinction between inherent contextsensitivity, on the one hand, (and agree that it is confined to pretty much the cases
that Cappelen and Lepore cite and which pass their various tests), and what could
be called ‘pragmatic susceptibility’ (or perhaps ‘pragmatic amenability’), on the
other hand. What I mean by this is that virtually every linguistic element can be
used by us to express/communicate meaning that departs in certain ways from the
meaning that it encodes (its expression type meaning) and this is because of our
pragmatic interpretive capacities (which include an acute sensitivity to relevant
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contextual factors). Linguistic expressions are tools with certain inherent properties
(phonological, syntactic and semantic) that we, as normally functioning adult
humans, can employ very flexibly for our communicative purposes by virtue of
certain characteristics of our psychological makeup (specifically, our ‘theory of
mind’ capacities, and, in particular, our attunement to each other’s communicative
intentions and our expectations of each other as rational speakers and hearers).
Thus, while there is a limited degree of context-sensitivity built into linguistic
systems, pragmatic susceptibility is a pervasive feature of language as employed by
us in ostensive communication.
This is one respect in which I find ‘radical pragmaticism’ a better description of
relevance theory than ‘radical contextualism’: it is us, the users of language, that
are sensitive to context, and, as rational communicating/interpreting agents, we are
able, by exploiting this sensitivity in each other, to get linguistic expressions to do a
lot more than simply express their standing linguistic meaning.1 This is perhaps
more a difference of emphasis and orientation than of essential substance, but I
think that the shift of perspective makes for a clearer and more accurate view of the
kind of theory that RT is.
There is another way in which a contextualist and a pragmaticist orientation
might be contrasted with regard to the role of context. Recall that while Grice’s
account of the derivation of conversational implicatures employed a hefty
component of theory-of-mind type reasoning, when it came to the pragmatic
processes required for a full identification of what a speaker has said (explicitly
communicated) he spoke of ‘context as a criterion’. It seems that he thought of
disambiguation and indexical reference assignment as a matter of contextual best
fit, rather than as involving conversational maxims or processes of reasoning
geared to the recovery of what the speaker m-intended (see Grice 1989: 25, 222). In
this regard, François Recanati, although a strong advocate of free pragmatic
processes of enrichment and modulation in recovering what a speaker has said, is a
true Gricean. For him, while the ‘secondary’ pragmatic processes of conversational
implicature derivation are construed as maxim-guided, reflective reasoning, which
involve premises concerning speakers’ mental states (beliefs and intentions), the
‘primary’ pragmatic processes that contribute to the recovery of explicature (or the
enriched ‘what is said’, in his terms) are not. Rather, they are a function of an
automatic, dumb (non-inferential) cognitive mechanism responsive to differential
degrees of activation of candidate interpretations, such that the most highly

1

I have opted for the term ‘pragmaticism’ rather than ‘pragmatism’ since the latter is very wellestablished as the name of a philosophical movement whose concerns are quite distinct from the
communicative issues being discussed here (and some of whose tenets - anti-realism,
instrumentalism - are at odds with the philosophical leanings and cognitive underpinnings of
relevance theory).
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activated one wins out. To take a very simple case: which of the various candidate
meanings for ‘bank’ (the two encoded meanings and various unencoded ‘ad hoc’
possibilities) is the most highly accessible depends on the spread of activation from
concepts that have already been decoded or otherwise accessed in the on-line
course of utterance comprehension and from conceptual representations of broader
aspects of the utterance situation and topic (we need money, the economy is close
to collapse, we want to sit in the sun, we are going to feed the ducks, and so on). It
is context (both linguistic and extra-linguistic) that does the work here and
contextual coherence that provides the criterion of correctness (Recanati 2004:
chapters 2 and 3).
In this regard, Recanati’s contextualism is quite different from RT’s
pragmaticism. As he sees it, (Recanati 2004: 32):
… the interpretation that eventually emerges … results from a blind,
mechanical process, involving no reflection on the interpreter’s part. The
dynamics of accessibility does everything and no ‘inference’ is required.
In particular, there is no need to consider the speaker’s beliefs and
intentions.
According to relevance theory, on the other hand, the whole utterance interpretation
process is a matter of (non-demonstrative) inference, and taking account of the
speaker’s mental capacities (including her epistemic states) and preferences (her
desires, intentions, interests) may be required for carrying out any of the pragmatic
tasks involved (including lexical concept adjustments, disambiguation, fixing of
indexical reference). Along with the propositions communicated (explicatures,
implicatures), the context for the interpretation falls under the speaker’s
communicative intention and the hearer selects it (in the form of a set of conceptual
representations) as part of his search for an interpretation that satisfies his
expectations of relevance.2 For discussion and some assessment of the two
accounts (contextualist and pragmaticist) of the pragmatic processes that contribute
to explicature derivation, see Carston (2007).

3 Truth-conditional content

2

As Bach (2005: 36-38) nicely puts it, there is no ‘context ex machina’ which somehow
determines what is said or meant; what a speaker means and what a hearer takes her to mean are a
matter of the workings of their internal pragmatic capacities, whose alertness to relevant
contextual factors makes for strong constraints that greatly facilitate successful communication.
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Just as central to the contextualist stance as the view that most, if not all, words are
context-sensitive is the position that it is not sentences but utterances (or speech
acts) that have truth conditions. As Recanati (2006: 69) says:
Natural language sentences per se don’t have truth-conditions, they only
have conventional meanings in virtue of which they can be used to say
things that are true or false. What has content primarily is the speech act
(or the thought act) …
This is where the talk of contextualism as a semantic theory comes into the
picture: ‘semantic’ content here is synonymous with ‘truth-conditional’ content and
it is what speakers say by their utterances/speech acts that has this important
property. In trying to position RT appropriately here, there are two points to
consider, one concerning the meaning/semantics of sentences (as linguistic
expression types), the other concerning the status of explicature as a semantic
entity. The contextualist view that natural language sentences don’t encode
propositions (truth-conditional contents) is held by most relevance theorists: we
think of encoded sentence meaning as merely providing a schema or template for
the pragmatic construction of propositions and, like Recanati, take it to be a
category mistake to think of sentences as bearers of truth conditions. But suppose it
were to turn out that we are wrong about this, that actually many sentences do
encode propositions, as Borg (2004), among others, maintains, would that be a
devastating blow to the central tenets of RT? I don’t think so. The propositions
concerned would usually be very weak/general or absurdly strong, often either
truisms or obvious falsehoods (think for instance, of the proposition that might be
encoded by ‘He is ready’, or by ‘Every bottle is empty’). As the minimalists
recognise, these propositions would almost never be the sort of contents that
speakers want to communicate, so the central pragmaticist aim of RT - to account
for how it is that rich speaker meanings can be communicated on the basis of quite
impoverished linguistic meanings - together with most of the existing concrete
details of the account would remain in place.3
In a discussion which favours a minimalist propositional semantics, Barry C.
Smith (forthcoming) resists the contextualist position that a sentence can have
different truth-conditional content (hence different semantics) on different

3

See Borg (2004, 2007) who makes, in my view, the strongest case for the semantic output of
the language faculty being propositional (truth-conditional). Since both she and the other
minimalists agree that this semantically expressed proposition is seldom among the
communicated contents of an utterance, it is hard to see what (other than long tradition) is
motivating their trenchant allegiance to a propositional semantics for natural language sentences.
For further discussion, see Carston (2006, 2008)
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occasions of utterance. He is thinking here of such well-known cases as ‘The leaves
are green’ as discussed by Charles Travis (1997). The semantics of the sentence
doesn’t change, says Smith: rather, what goes on is that speakers and hearers focus
on (‘selectively attend to’) just one of the ways in which it can be made true and
ignore others. Whether or not we accept his view of sentence semantics as truthconditional, I think he is right that whatever content is given by the semantics of
the sentence remains invariant across contexts. However, moving from issues of
sentence semantics to matters of verbal communication, the proposition that
comprises the content that is explicitly/directly communicated by a speaker (the
explicature) and grasped as such by the hearer can, and frequently does, differ from
context to context. In uttering the sentence ‘The leaves are green’, sometimes a
speaker communicates that the leaves are naturally green (GREEN*), another time
she communicates that the leaves are painted green (GREEN**), yet another that the
leaves (by nature russet) are GREEN***, which is, let’s suppose, a sickly shade of
green brought about by the incursion of a swarm of aphids, and so on. Call this
‘selective focusing’ on one or another way in which leaves can be green, if you
like, but from the communicative standpoint (the pragmaticist stance) what matters
is which of the ‘green’ concepts the speaker intended to make manifest to the
hearer. Subsequent thoughts of the speaker and hearer about those leaves, aspects
of their ongoing discussion about them, inferences they may draw concerning them,
possible actions they may take with regard to them (buying paint-remover or aphidannihilator) depend on what they take to be (and mentally represent and store as)
the content of the speaker’s claim about the leaves. In most cases, this will not be
that they have the very general property denoted by the encoded concept GREEN,
but that they have one or another of the more specific properties picked out by
GREEN*, GREEN** OR GREEN***. So, while Smith’s linguistic semantic point seems
right, what is said/asserted by a speaker and recovered as such by the hearer just is
the enriched content which pragmatics enables them, in his terms, to converge on
selectively attending to.
According to the contextualist stance, the explicature of an utterance, which,
unlike the sentence uttered, has truth-conditional content, is the semantics of the
utterance of the sentence in a particular context. Perhaps there is no harm in this
way of talking, but I can’t see much use in it either. For some time now, it has
seemed clear that there are two kinds of semantics, captured for some by the
Kaplanian character/content distinction, for others by a distinction between
encoded meaning (whether meaning conventions, concepts, pro-concepts,
procedures, rules for use) and truth-conditional content (which comprises a claim
about the world, on the basis of which it can be judged true or false). Linguistic
expressions clearly have the first kind of semantics and thoughts clearly have the
second kind. Thus communicated thoughts have the second kind of semantics, that
is, both explicatures and implicatures have truth-conditional content (like any other
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propositional entity). So, from the pragmaticist point of view that I’m taking, there
doesn’t seem to be anything much to gain from thinking of the explicature of an
utterance as its semantics rather than as - simply - its explicature, with whatever
properties explicatures have that distinguish them from implicatures (of which
having truth-conditional content is not one). We get saddled with this rather
dubious notion of ‘utterance semantics’ only if we accept the minimalists’ terms of
engagement, that is, that in describing linguistic meaning we must deal in truthconditional content, so that, if it’s not sentences that have this property, then it must
be some plumped up version of them.

4 Summing up
The radical pragmaticist stance of relevance theory endorses the following
propositions which, I claim, distinguish it from radical contextualism: (a) while
only a few words in the language are inherently context-sensitive, the vast majority
of words are susceptible to the pragmatics of the speaker-hearer interaction such
that they can be used to communicate an indefinite range of different concepts; (b)
it’s not context acting on language that is somehow doing the work of determining
explicature content, but, just as for implicatures, it is the exercise of rational
speaker-hearer mutual mind-reading capacities; (c) the primary speaker meaning
(explicature) is not in any fundamental (or even useful) sense a semantic content of
anything (a sentence, a sentence token in a context, an utterance). It has truth
conditions (as do implicatures, thoughts, propositional entities generally), but it is
not the truth-conditional content of anything.
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