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Abstract

This study examines other theories of pragmatics beyond Grice’s Cooperative Principle
and traditional Speech Act Theory, with a focus on how these models broaden our
understanding of language use in a given context. It employs a qualitative, comparative
method grounded in an in-depth analysis of established theoretical texts. Three major
theories are examined: Relevance Theory, the Neo-Gricean approach, and Politeness
Theory. These theories are analysed for how they explain contextual meaning, speaker
intention, and how communication depends on inference and interpretation. The data
analysed consist of scholarly discussions and conceptual developments that address how
meaning is constructed, shaped, and interpreted in everyday communication. The findings
indicate that while Grice’s work laid the foundation for pragmatic analysis, these other
models highlight important dimensions he did not fully address, such as social
relationships, mental effort, and cultural variation. Relevance Theory, for example,
explains how listeners infer meaning based on cognitive expectations, while Politeness
Theory shows how speakers manage social relationships through language. The study
concludes that drawing insights from multiple theories enables a more comprehensive and
adaptable understanding of how people use language to communicate effectively and
appropriately across diverse socio-cultural contexts.
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Introduction

Language is a vital tool in human interaction, enabling individuals to convey their thoughts,
emotions, and intentions through both spoken and written forms. Pragmatics, as a subfield of
linguistics, is concerned with how meaning is shaped, constructed, and interpreted in a given context.
It goes beyond the literal meaning of words to explore how speakers use language in social situations
to achieve specific communicative goals (Levinson, 1983; Yule, 1996). Traditionally, much of
pragmatic analysis has been guided by Grice’s Cooperative Principle and Speech Act Theory, which
provided foundational insights into how implicature and intention shape communication (Grice,
1975; Searle, 1969). However, over the years, several scholars have raised concerns about the
limitations of these foundational models in capturing the full complexity of human communication,
especially regarding cognitive effort, social dynamics, and cultural variation (Mey, 2001; Thomas,
1995).
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Grice’s theory, for instance, rests on the assumption that speakers and hearers are rational agents
who aim for cooperative and truthful exchange (Grice, 1975). While this framework remains
influential, it has been critiqued for its relatively narrow scope, particularly in its handling of
politeness, indirectness, and the role of cognitive processing in communication (Leech, 1983;
Kasper, 1990). Grice’s maxims, Quantity, Quality, Relation, and Manner, do not fully account for
the social and interpersonal motivations that frequently shape real-world utterances.
Communication is often layered with intention, ambiguity, and strategic use of language that does
not always follow cooperative norms (Kulka, 1987). Likewise, traditional Speech Act Theory, while
helpful in classifying utterances as declarations, requests, or commands (Austin, 1962; Searle, 1969),
does not sufficiently address how speakers negotiate meaning in complex real-life discourse settings.
This includes issues such as power dynamics, cultural expectations, and implicit meanings, which
may influence how speech acts are interpreted across different social and linguistic communities
(Coulthard, 1985).

These limitations have paved the way for the development of other pragmatic theories that seek to
broaden the analytical approach to examining language use. As human communication continues to
evolve across digital platforms, intercultural settings, and political discourse, scholars have
increasingly called for models that account for the richness and variability of language in use (Mey,
2001). In response to these theoretical gaps, scholars have proposed models that integrate social,
psychological, and inferential dimensions of communication. Relevance Theory, introduced by
Sperber and Wilson (1986), focuses on how listeners infer meaning by striking a balance between
cognitive effort and communicative reward. It highlights the dynamic nature of interpretation,
arguing that communication is successful when the listener finds the speaker’s meaning relevant
enough to justify the mental effort expended (Wilson & Sperber, 2004). Brown and Levinson’s
(1987) Politeness Theory shifts attention to the role of social norms and face-saving strategies in
interaction, suggesting that speakers routinely mitigate or enhance their messages to preserve
interpersonal harmony. These strategies vary significantly across cultures and are vital to
understanding indirect speech, requests, or refusals (Watts, 2003).

Neo-Gricean theories, developed by Horn (1984) and Levinson (2000), attempt to refine and
simplify Grice’s original maxims for greater empirical applicability across languages and cultures.
Rather than adhering strictly to the four maxims, they propose pragmatic principles that reflect
actual language behaviour more accurately, such as the Q-principle (“say as much as you can”) and
the R-principle (“say no more than you must”) (Horn, 1984; Levinson, 2000). These adjustments
enable more nuanced interpretations of implicature, irony, and presupposition. Meanwhile, Speech
Acts have expanded their scope to include indirectness, cultural pragmatics, and the performative
nature of utterances (Trosborg, 1995; Thomas, 1995). Austin and Searle’s early formulations are
now complemented by socio-pragmatic insights that explore how context and identity affect the
performance of speech acts in various communicative environments (Kecskes, 2014).

These theoretical frameworks highlight the evolving nature of pragmatics as a discipline that seeks
to understand not only what is said but also how and why it is expressed in particular contexts. Just
as visual semiotics explores how signs and symbols construct meaning in film posters (Chandler,
2007), pragmatics investigates how meaning is negotiated through language in real-life discourse.
Meaning in language is often layered, context-bound, and shaped by assumptions shared between
interlocutors. A pragmatic theory that fails to consider cultural norms, cognitive limitations, or
social goals may fall short of capturing the complete picture of communicative interaction.
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This study examines three significant theories — Relevance Theory, Neo-Gricean Theory, and
Politeness Theory — to demonstrate how they provide complementary insights into the inferential,
social, and cultural dimensions of language use. Each of these theories contributes distinct
explanatory tools for analysing how people communicate beyond what is explicitly said. Taken
together, they form a multidimensional framework for understanding how meaning operates in
everyday life. This study aims to examine how these other theories of pragmatics contribute to a
deeper, more context-sensitive understanding of communication.

Theoretical Framework

This study adopts the Relevance Theory, Neo-Gricean Theory, and Politeness Theory as its primary
theoretical frameworks because each offers distinct and complementary tools for analysing the
complex, context-dependent nature of pragmatic meaning. These frameworks were selected for their
capacity to address the inferential, cognitive, social, and cultural dimensions of communication,
which are central to understanding how meaning is negotiated in discourse.

Relevance Theory, originally proposed by Sperber and Wilson (1986), posits that interlocutors
balance cognitive effort with communicative benefit when interpreting utterances. Given that much
of pragmatic meaning arises from inference rather than explicit expression. Wilson and Carston
(2019) have extended this framework by analysing non-propositional effects and how listeners
process affective and procedural cues in real-time comprehension. This theory provides a
cognitively plausible model for examining how listeners derive meaning beyond the literal content
of messages. By focusing on the principle of optimal relevance, the study uses Relevance Theory to
explore the mental processing involved in communication and to explain why certain interpretations
are preferred in specific contexts.

Neo-Gricean Theory: Neo-Gricean Pragmatics, as Developed by Horn (1984) and Levinson (2000),
revised Grice’s maxims into Q- and R-principles to account for implicature across different contexts.
Its focus on principles such as the Q-principle and R-principle allows for a more flexible and
empirically grounded approach to meaning-making across languages and cultures. Huang (2021)
has further enriched this theory by incorporating cross-cultural perspectives, suggesting that Neo-
Gricean principles must be context-sensitive and linguistically adaptable.

The study utilises this theory to investigate patterns of meaning that arise from conversational
economy and to account for phenomena such as irony, metaphor, and presupposition, which are
prevalent in everyday communication but inadequately explained by classical models.

Politeness Theory (Brown & Levinson, 1987) is integrated to foreground the social motivations and
face management strategies that influence how utterances are formulated and interpreted.
Recognising that communication is inherently social, this theory allows the study to consider how
power relations, social distance, and cultural norms shape pragmatic choices. However, Locher and
Graham (2021) argue that the theory must be adapted to digital contexts where politeness strategies
vary based on platform norms and user interaction. Their findings in interpersonal pragmatics
highlight how social media reshapes face negotiation and politeness strategies, adding depth to the
classical framework of face negotiation and politeness. It provides a framework for analysing
indirect speech acts, requests, refusals, and other face-threatening acts, thereby illuminating the
interpersonal dynamics that support pragmatic meaning.
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Together, these theories are applied in a complementary manner to offer a multidimensional
perspective on pragmatics. Relevance Theory addresses cognitive and inferential processes, while
Neo-Gricean Theory clarifies linguistic patterns and implicatures. Politeness Theory, on the other
hand, situates communication within its social and cultural contexts. This integrated approach
enables a more comprehensive understanding of how meaning is constructed, negotiated, and
interpreted in complex communicative settings.

Methodology

This study is a theoretical examination of selected other theories of pragmatics and their
contributions to contemporary language analysis. This is a qualitative study that employs an in-
depth theoretical and comparative analysis of pragmatic models, extending beyond Grice’s
Cooperative Principle and traditional Speech Act Theory. Specifically, the study examines three
major frameworks —Relevance Theory, Neo-Gricean Theory, and Politeness Theory — for their
relevance and explanatory power in understanding meaning construction in diverse communicative
contexts.

The data for this research comprise theoretical arguments, conceptual discussions, and critical
reviews sourced from established academic publications in the fields of pragmatics, linguistics, and
discourse analysis. These materials were purposively selected to reflect the evolving trends and
critical debates within pragmatic theory. The selection focused on texts published between 1984 and
2023, encompassing both the foundational works of scholars like Sperber and Wilson (1986), Horn
(1984), and Brown and Levinson (1987), as well as more recent studies that reflect updated
interpretations and critiques.

A purposive sampling method was employed to ensure that the chosen materials addressed core
pragmatic concerns such as implicature, inference, politeness, cognitive effort, and cultural
variability. Sources were drawn from scholarly books, peer-reviewed journals, and linguistic
databases, including JSTOR, ResearchGate, and Google Scholar. The inclusion criteria were based
on the relevance of the theoretical work to the study’s objective and its contribution to expanding
the analytical scope of pragmatics.

The analytical process involved a comparative and thematic reading of the selected theories,
focusing on how each addresses the interaction between speaker intention, contextual interpretation,
and communicative function. Attention was given to each theory’s conceptual framework, its
assumptions about language users, and its applicability to real-life discourse, including indirectness,
politeness strategies, and cognitive processing.

This approach was chosen to provide a context-sensitive, multidimensional understanding of
meaning negotiation in pragmatics and to explore how a combination of these theoretical
frameworks enhances our interpretive tools for analysing language use.

The data for this analysis comprise foundational texts, scholarly articles, and critical interpretations
of the three pragmatic theories. The selected sources include:

1. Sperber and Wilson’s works on Relevance Theory (1986, 1995),
2. Horn (1984) and Levinson’s (2000) writings on Neo-Gricean approaches,
3. Brown and Levinson’s Politeness Theory (1987),
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These sources were examined qualitatively to identify key themes relating to the inferential nature
of communication, social dynamics, and cultural factors in language interpretation.

Study Findings

The findings of this study are based on a comparative analysis of selected pragmatic theories,
including Relevance Theory, Politeness Theory, Neo-Gricean Theory, and traditional Speech Act
Theory. The analysis reveals that these theories provide distinct yet complementary perspectives on
how people utilise language in real-life situations. Each framework highlights a particular aspect of
communication, such as how we make inferences, maintain social relationships, respect cultural
norms, or perform actions through words. This is consistent with recent scholarship on digital
pragmatics, which demonstrates that traditional theories, such as politeness and implicature, adapt
significantly to online interactions. Locher and Graham (2021) demonstrate, for example, how social
media platforms foster new norms for indirectness, facework, and relevance management.
Terkourafi (2019) introduces the concept of conventionalisation as a means of unifying pragmatic
theories through a focus on recurring patterns of use, thereby bridging Gricean inferences with
socio-cultural norms. This is especially important in today’s diverse and fast-changing
communicative environments, where meaning is often shaped by more than just the literal meaning
of words. Factors such as social roles, cultural background, and the context in which speech occurs
significantly influence how messages are sent, received, and interpreted.

Based on the analysis and comparison of these theories, the following key findings were observed:

1. Relevance Theory
Relevance Theory emphasises the cognitive mechanisms behind communication, proposing that
listeners seek to maximise relevance by balancing mental effort against informative payoff. This
theory broadens pragmatic analysis by accounting for how interlocutors infer unstated meanings,
often through contextual clues, rather than relying solely on cooperative maxims. Its focus on
cognitive processing provides a detailed understanding of how meaning is dynamically constructed
in conversation.

1. Neo-Gricean Theory
Neo-Gricean approaches refine Grice’s maxims into more empirically grounded principles, such as
the Q-principle (providing as much information as possible) and the R-principle (avoiding
redundancy). This reframing enables a clearer understanding of implicature, irony, and
presupposition, particularly across diverse linguistic and cultural contexts. The neo-Gricean theory
thus extends Grice’s model by accommodating language variability and pragmatic enrichment.

3. Politeness Theory
Brown and Levinson’s Politeness Theory introduces the concept of ‘face’, the public self-image
individuals seek to protect during interaction. The theory explains how speakers use politeness
strategies to manage social relationships and maintain harmony. This social dimension is largely
absent in Grice’s Cooperative Principle, making Politeness Theory critical for understanding
indirectness, mitigation, and cultural norms in pragmatic interaction.

Discussion

The analysis of the selected pragmatic theories —Relevance Theory, Politeness Theory, and Neo-
Gricean Theory —reveals that no single framework is entirely adequate for capturing the full
complexity of meaning negotiation in human communication. Instead, each theory offers distinctive
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yet complementary insights that, when combined, create a multidimensional understanding of
pragmatics.

Relevance Theory, developed by Sperber and Wilson (1986), foregrounds the cognitive processes
involved in interpretation. Its emphasis on inferencing, relevance, and mental effort helps explain
how interlocutors derive meanings that go beyond what is explicitly stated. The theory proposes that
the expectation of optimal relevance guides communication: hearers interpret utterances by seeking
the most relevant interpretation with the least processing effort. This cognitive orientation is crucial
for comprehending implicit meaning, implicatures, and nonliteral expressions, especially in fast-
paced or ambiguous communicative contexts. The theory is compelling in analysing digital
communication and media texts where brevity, allusion, and context heavily shape interpretation.

On the other hand, Brown and Levinson’s (1987) Politeness Theory adds a critical social dimension
to pragmatic analysis. It shifts attention from the inferential to the interpersonal, highlighting how
speakers manage facial wants, both their own and those of their interlocutors. Politeness strategies
such as indirectness, hedging, or honorifics are employed to maintain social harmony, express
deference, or assert power. These strategies are highly context-sensitive and culturally embedded,
making Politeness Theory particularly valuable for examining communication across different
societal or relational contexts. In the analysis of film posters or interpersonal exchanges, the theory
sheds light on how visual or verbal cues are crafted to manage social relationships and align with
audience expectations.

The Neo-Gricean approach, as advanced by Horn (1984) and Levinson (2000), refines Grice’s
original maxims by making them more linguistically and culturally adaptable. The Q-principle (say
as much as you can) and R-principle (say no more than you must) are examples of how this theory
simplifies and extends Grice’s framework to account for standard language practices. Unlike the
rigid structure of the original Cooperative Principle, Neo-Gricean principles better capture variation
in implicature across languages and cultures. This is particularly relevant in cross-cultural
pragmatics, where speakers rely on shared presuppositions and culturally grounded inferencing
strategies. The theory is thus well-suited for analysing multilingual or multicultural communicative
situations where literal meaning may obscure the underlying intent.
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