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(7) (a) Either Mary is early or Bob is late.

(b) Bob is never late.
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(9) Mary is early
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Literal Meaning and Inference — On the Relevance Theory

Toshihiro Kokubu

[Abstract] The “relevance theory” proposed by Sperber and Wilson is a convincing way to explain

the mechanism of our language communication. However, a question can be raised concerning the

two main points upon which their theory is based: literal meaning and inference. The purpose of this

study is to analyze the validity of the separation of literal meaning and inference. Firstly, the literal

meaning, considered as fixed meaning in the null context, does not exist. Secondly, making inferences,

in the many cases, is almost a process like an “intuition” that we cannot express in words. Moreover,

in such cases, the inference process is inseparable from the very form of language. Although the rele-

vance theory claims that decoding and inference are two independent functions in verbal comprehen-

sion, this study concludes that the two processes cannot be independent of each other.

[Key Words] Relevance theory,Meaning, Inference,Philosophy of language, Communication





