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Week 3: Metaphor 

 
1. Today’s session 
 
We’ll look at how relevance theory has aimed to account for figurative language, 
focusing in particular on metaphor 
 
2. Identifying figurative language 
 
With a partner, look at these utterances and decide for each one whether you think 
they are 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 
 
 
 
How sure can you be about each one without further information about who said it 
when? 
 
 
 
Can you imagine contexts for each one which would make things clearer? 
 
 
 
 
3. Problems with traditional accounts of metaphor and irony 
 
Have a look at these examples. Can you see why they are problematic for 
accounts which say that metaphorical utterances convey related similes and that 
ironic utterances convey the opposite of what they would literally express? 
 
 

a. (after receiving good exam results) I’m floating on air 
 
 
 

b. (while listening to a talk) He’s on thin ice there. The cracks are beginning 
to show. Uh oh! Splash! 
 
 
 

c. (about a terrible essay) This isn’t the best essay I’ve ever read 
 
 
 
d. (about a very boring party) I’ve had more fun 

 
 

 



4. Looseness and literalness 
 
How literal do you think the speaker in each of these utterances is being? (e.g. do 
we assume exactly 100 people turned up, that Aberdeen is exactly 500 miles 
away, etc. 
 

a. The party was a disaster A hundred people showed up. 
 
 

b. Aberdeen is 500 miles away. 
 
 

c. Jack lives in Paris. 
 
 
d. I’ve gone bald. 

 
 
 
5. Hyperbole 
 
Hyperbole can be understood as involving looseness used in a particular way. 
 

a. Nobody bought that CD. 
 
 

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

c. I’ve never had so much fun. 
 
 
5. Metaphor 
 
Metaphor can also be understood as a kind of loose talk. 
 

a. You’re an angel. 
 

b. I’m floating on air. 
 
 

c. I’m having such a fantastic time. I don’t ever want to wake up. 
 
 
6. Reported speech and thought 
 
We often need to make inferences about whether a speaker is expressing their 
own thought or somebody else’s. 
 

a. A: What did Billy just say? 
B: You’ve got a crumb on your lower lip. 
 
 

b. A: Have you read Tom’s new book? 
B: Yes. Pragmatics is the most important area of linguistics. 
 
 

c. Between my finger and my thumb 
The squat pen rests, snug as a gun. 

 
 
7. Irony 
 
Irony also involves this kind of attribution of thoughts to somebody else. Can you 
see what the key things are which make an utterance ironic? What would be 
needed in the context to make these utterances ironic? 
 

a. That’s a fantastic idea. 
 
 

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

c. What grace! What poise! 
 
 



8. A new way of accounting for metaphor 
 
A more recent way of accounting for metaphor has been developed from work on 
‘lexical pragmatics’ (Carston 1997, 2002, 2010; Sperber and Wilson 1998; Carston 
2002; Wilson and Carston 2006, 2007). The focus here is on inferences we make 
about word meanings in context. 
 
How would we be likely to understand the words in bold in these utterances? 
 

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  
 

 
 
9. Similarities and differences in the two accounts of metaphor 
 
The central assumptions of the two approaches are the same: 
 

a. literalness is not a norm which is sometimes departed from 
 

b. all utterances are more or less literal 
 
c. metaphor arises from a particular ways of being non-literal 

 
 
10. Questions 
 
 10.1 the ‘lingering of the literal’ (Camp 2008) 

 
Recent work has focused on intuitions about literal meanings playing a role in 
understanding metaphors and about ‘non-propositional’ aspects such as imagistic 
representations. 

This has led Carston to suggest two ways of understanding metaphors, one for 
fairly routine metaphors like this one: 
 

a. David Bowie. What a chameleon! 
 
 
 

and one for more complex extended metaphors like this one: 
 
b. The fog comes 

on little cat feet. 
 
It sits looking 
over harbor and city 
on silent haunches 
and moves on. 
 
(Fog by Carl Sandburg, viewable at: 
https://www.poetryfoundation.org/poems-and-poets/poems/detail/45032) 
 
 

 
 
Ramona’s PhD focuses on this idea, exploring in particular whether and how 
Carston’s two processing routes might be related to other distinctions. 
 
 
10.2 conventionalisation and idioms (Vega Moreno 2007) 
 
There are also questions about the relationships between novel and 
conventionalised metaphors, and between metaphors and idioms. 
 

a. You’re an angel 
 
 

b. You’re a chameleon 
 
 



c. You’re a locker room comment. 
 
 

d. He’s kicked the bucket. 
 
 
e. He’s pining for the fjords. 

 
 

f. It doesn’t pull my chain. 
 
 
g. Keep your chin up. 
 
 

 
Salim’s PhD focuses on this. In particular, he is exploring how idioms are produced 
and understood, and how they can be taught. 
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In case you’d like to read more on pragmatics and nonverbal communication: 
 
Wharton, Tim. 2009. Pragmatics and Non-Verbal Communication. CUP, 
Cambridge. 
 
Here is a recent paper which uses the relevance-theoretic echoic account of irony: 
 
Gavins, Jo and Paul Simpson. 2015. Regina v John Terry: The discursive 

construction of an alleged racist event. Discourse and Society 26.6: 712-732. 
 



 
12. Reading for next time 
 
Next time, we’ll look at ways of testing and developing relevance theory. We’ll look 
at some experimental work and at work applying ideas from relevance theory in 
stylistics 
 
Reading on experimental work: 
 
Noveck, Ira and Dan Sperber. (eds.) 2004. Experimental Pragmatics. Palgrave, 

London. 
Sperber, Dan and Ira Noveck. 2007. The why and how of experimental pragmatics: 

the case of ‘scalar inferences’. In N. Burton-Roberts (ed.) Pragmatics. Palgrave 
Macmillan, Basingstoke: 184-212. 

 
Some specific experimental work: 
 
Gibbs, Ray and Jessica Moise. 1997. Pragmatics in understanding what is said. 

Cognition 62: 51-74. 
Nicolle, Steve and Billy Clark. 1999. Experimental pragmatics and what is said: a 

response to Gibbs and Moise. Cognition 69: 337-354. 
Sperber, D. Cara, F. and V. Girotto. 1995. Relevance theory explains the selection 

task. Cognition 57: 31-95. 
Van der Henst, J. Carles, L. and D. Sperber. 2002. Truthfulness and relevance in 

telling the time. Mind and Language 17: 457-466. 
 
Reading on stylistics: 
 
Chapman, Siobhan and Billy Clark (eds.) Pragmatic Literary Stylistics. Palgrave 

Macmillan, Basingstoke. 
Clark, Billy. 2014. Pragmatics and inference. In P. Stockwell, P and S. Whiteley 

(eds.) Cambridge Handbook of Stylistics. Cambridge University Press, 
Cambridge: 300-314. 

Clark, Billy. 2014. Stylistics and relevance theory. In M. Burke (ed.) The Routledge 
Handbook of Stylistics. Routledge, London: 155-174  

Wilson, Deirdre. 2011. Relevance theory and the interpretation of literary works. 
UCL Working Papers in Linguistics 23: 69-80. 

 

 
 
 


