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Responses to relevance theory

There have been different kinds of (positive and negative) responses to 
relevance theory. Here’s one very positive response from a literary 
scholar:

“If the theory of communication sketched in Relevance is as 
significant as I take it to be … contemporary methods of 
criticism all need to be thought through afresh” 

(Alastair Fowler, ‘A new theory of communication’,
London Review of Books, 30 March 1989: 17)



Responses to relevance theory

Some responses have been positive about specific parts of the theory, 
e.g.:

o  the central idea about expectations of relevance

o  the idea that implicatures can be stronger or weaker

And some work has adopted the relevance-theoretic accounts of 
metaphor or irony . . . 



Responses to relevance theory

“Relevance theory is a most interesting contribution to 
understanding the pragmatics of discourse . . . it can offer a 
view of what constitutes literariness . . . Perhaps its greatest 
contribution is its analysis of echoic language use. This 
encompasses not only irony, where it is of major significance, 
but also all forms of indirect discourse, where the duality of 
voices is marked” 

(Elizabeth Black. 2009. Pragmatic Stylistics.
Edinburgh University Press, Edinburgh: 101)



Identifying figurative language

Have a look at the examples on the handout and see if you can decide 
whether each one is metaphorical, ironic, or something else

a.  That seminar was a car-crash

b.  A hundred people showed up

c.  This is the best essay I’ve ever read

d.  I’ve never had more fun

e.  Charlie’s always the life and soul of the party



Identifying figurative language

Knowing more about contexts of utterance will help with some of them

a.  That seminar was a car-crash

b.  A hundred people showed up

c.  This is the best essay I’ve ever read

d.  I’ve never had more fun

e.  Charlie’s always the life and soul of the party



Another example

Here (from memory and abbreviated) is part of an exchange I was involved 
in at the weekend

A: Got any plans for the rest of today?

B: There’s an all-day rave
A: (To C) Are YOU raving?
C: Mmhm

A: Are you?
C: Mmhm [waves one hand in the air]
 



More typical examples

Metaphor:

A night out with you is a fairground ride

I was floating on air after I got my exam results

Irony:
 
(After a very clumsy dance performance)
That was a fantastic performance. What poise! What grace!

(After someone has been very unhelpful)
That’s so kind of you. Thanks very much!
 



Typical/’traditional’ views

Metaphor is usually seen as being about resemblances between what 
somebody literally says and what they actually mean and is often said 
to involve an implicit simile, e.g.

Your room is a pigsty

(implicates ‘your room is like a pigsty’)

Irony is usually seen as being about saying something you don’t 
believe, e.g.

John is a really good friend

 (implicates ‘John is not a really good friend’)



Problems with traditional accounts

You might already be aware of some problems with these accounts. 
There are examples on the handout which can be used to demonstrate 
problems with them.

Your room is a pigsty

(implicates ‘your room is like a pigsty’)

John is a really good friend

 (implicates ‘John is not a really good friend’)



Problems with traditional accounts

These examples can not be easily explained as communicating related 
similes or the opposite of what the speaker seems to be saying

a.  I’m floating on air

b.  He’s on thin ice there. The cracks are beginning to show.   
Uh oh! Splash!

c.  This isn’t the best essay I’ve ever read

d.  I’ve had more fun



Other problems

Two more general problems with traditional accounts are:

a.  they don’t seem to match our intuitions (we don’t think 
metaphors are equivalent to related similes or that ironic 
utterances just communicate the opposite of what they seem to 
say)

b.  they don’t explain why we utter them (why not just utter the 
simile or the opposite?)



‘Deflationary’ accounts

Sperber and Wilson developed accounts of metaphor and irony which 
they see as ‘deflationary’ in that:

o  they do not assume that they involve special mechanisms

o  they arise from features which are typical of lots of everyday 
conversations



Pragmatics in everyday conversation

Earlier, we looked at some pragmatic inferences we need to make 
when understanding each other, including reference assignment, 
disambiguation and other inferences involved in the recovery of 
explicatures.

We did not look at every kind of pragmatic inference . . .



Pragmatics in everyday conversation

The relevance-theoretic accounts of metaphor and irony focus on two 
things we have not looked at yet:

o  how ‘loose’ or precise an utterance is (how closely it resembles 
the thought it represents)

o  who is entertaining the thought represented



Looseness and literalness

There are examples on the handout which demonstrate that we 
regularly need to make inferences about how close an utterance is to 
exactly what a speaker intends to communicate.

a.  A hundred people showed up.

b.  Aberdeen is 500 miles away.

c.  Jack lives in Paris.

d.  I’ve gone bald.



Looseness and literalness

We can understand these utterances as long as we can identify which 
conclusions the speaker intends us to draw. One way to talk about this 
it to say that a task is to identify which of the implications of each 
utterance are intended implicatures

a.  A hundred people showed up.

b.  Aberdeen is 500 miles away.

c.  Jack lives in Paris.

d.  I’ve gone bald.



Looseness and literalness

Question:

How would relevance-theoretic assumptions explain the choice of 
these utterances rather than more literal alternatives? (‘Ninety-seven 
people. . .’ ‘Around a hundred . . .’ etc.)

a.  A hundred people showed up.

b.  Aberdeen is 500 miles away.

c.  Jack lives in Paris.

d.  I’ve gone bald.



Hyperbole

Hyperbole (or overstatement) can be explained in a similar way

a.  Nobody bought that CD

b.  This is the best film I’ve ever seen

c.  I’ve never had so much fun



Metaphor

Metaphor can be explained in the same way:

a.  You’re an angel

b.  I’m floating on air

c.  I don’t ever want to wake up

Question:

What is it about these examples which means that they count as 
metaphor?



Reported speech and thought

There are examples on the handout which demonstrate that we 
regularly need to make inferences about who is being represented as 
saying or thinking the thought represented by an utterance”

a.  You’ve got a crumb on your lower lip

b.  Pragmatics is the most important area of linguistics

c.  Between my finger and my thumb . . .



Irony

Irony also involves the attribution of thoughts to someone else:

a.  That’s a fantastic idea

b.  I had a lovely time. I’m so glad I came

c.  Between my finger and my thumb . . .



A new account of metaphor

A more recent account of metaphor is based on ideas from ‘lexical 
pragmatics’, i.e. about inferences we regularly make about word 
meaning:

a.  My sister’s coming to stay with me in London for a while. She’s 
hoping I’ll introduce her to some men 

b.  Have you met my niece? She’s a princess 

c.  Don’t say bad things about David Bowie. He’s god 



A new account of metaphor

Can you see how the new account differs from the earlier one? We 
could illustrate this by looking at some of these examples:

a.  You’re an angel

b.  David Bowie is god



Two routes for processing metaphor

In recent work, Carston has suggested that there are two routes for 
processing metaphor:

‘One is a process of rapid, local, on-line concept 
construction that applies quite generally to the recovery of 
word meaning in utterance comprehension. The other 
requires a greater focus on the literal meaning of sentences 
or texts, which is metarepresented as a whole and subjected 
to more global, reflective pragmatic inference.’

(Carston 2010: 295)



Two routes for processing metaphor

Carston suggests that the first of these examples can be dealt with in 
terms of ‘rapid, local, on-line concept construction’ but that the second 
involves ‘greater focus on the literal meaning’:

a.  David Bowie. What a chameleon!

b.  The fog comes
on little cat feet.

 
It sits looking
over harbor and city
on silent haunches
and moves on.

What do you think?



Metaphor and idioms

What do you think the connections are between novel and 
conventionalised metaphors, and between metaphors and idioms?

a.  You’re an angel

b.  You’re a locker room comment

c.  He’s kicked the bucket

d.  Keep your chin up



Questions and discussion




