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‘““Description” and “Interpretation’’ in relevance theory
— non-verbal aspects of verbal communication —

Relevance theory (=RT), proposed by Sperber and Wilson, tries to construct an inferential model of
utterance-interpretation in verbal communication. An utterance is, RT argues, transformed into a con-
ceptual representation by linguistic decoding, and then processed inferentially. In the case of non-verbal
communication, also, a communicative behavior (an ostension, as RT defines) must be transformed into
an internal conceptual representation. It is not plausible, however, to postulate some decoding processes
corresponding to the linguistic one. And RT cannnot be an comprehensive theory of communication in-
general, as long as it leaves unexplained how non-verbal symbols are interepted.

Our argument is that, even in some cases of verbal communication, utterance interpretation implies a
sub-task of understanding non-verbal symbols. RT distinguishes ‘‘descriptive’” and ‘‘interpretive”’
dimensions of language use. Any representation with a propositional form (e.g., an utterance) can
represent some other propositional representation (someone’s thought, another utterance, etc.) in virtue
of a resemblance between the two propositional forms; in this case, RT defines, the first representation
is an interpretation of the seconde. The point is that an interpretive representation functions quite
differently from a descriptive one, and is not understood by lingustic decoding process. Rather, we want
to suggest interpretive symbols are understood in a similar way that other non-verbal symbols are, and
that the notion of relevance will play an important role in explaining their interpretation process.
Therefore, a further study in interpretive utterances must shed new light on non-verbal symbols (hence
on non-verbal communication), as well as serve to develop a more comprehensive model of verbal com-
munication. '
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