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CHAPTER 2 

THEORITICAL BACKGROUND 

 

 In this chapter I propose the theoretical background and analytical framework 

applied in this study. I first briefly introduce Paul Grice’s approach to communication, 

then present the major arguments of Relevance Theory (RT) and show how RT is 

more comprehensive and plausible with regard to cognitive processing in human 

communication. I also sketch the basic notions of Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) 

as part of our integrated analytic approach. 

 

2.1 Grice and Communication 

 As pointed out in Rationale, the interpretation of utterances concerning emotions, 

poetic effects and storytelling involves considerable interaction between linguistic 

form and pragmatic inference. While early (Pre–Gricean) speech-act theorists (e.g. 

Austin, Strawson, Urmson and early Searle) have been mainly interested in the 

linguistic encoding side, the philosopher Paul Grice was particularly interested in the 
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borderline between encoding and inference, and the nature of the pragmatic inferential 

processes themselves. He was the first to develop a theory of communication that 

showed how communication could take place in the absence of a code, as illustrated 

in the following section. 

 

2.1.1 Grice on Communication 

In this section, I summarise the work of the philosopher Paul Grice, and indicate 

something of his contribution to pragmatics. Paul Grice, in his William James 

Lectures delivered in 1967, offered the first known alternative to the code model of 

communication. Pre–Gricean theories viewed communication as a process of coding 

and decoding. A code is a set of shared rules, or conventions, paring messages with 

signals. In verbal communication, the messages would be the thoughts the speaker 

intends to communicate, and the signals would be the utterances he produces. On this 

approach, verbal communication involves the speaker encoding his private thoughts 

into public utterances, which the hearer observes and decodes. 

Grice paved the way for an inferential model of communication, where 

communication is viewed as intentional behaviour, and understanding an utterance as 

recognising the intentions behind it. For Grice, utterance interpretation need not 

involve the use of any code. He uses the term ‘utterance’ to refer to any type of 
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communicative behaviour, verbal or non-verbal (cf. Avramides, 1989: 42). Grice’s 

most basic claim is that recognition of the communicator’s intention is enough for 

communication to succeed. In general, intentions are not decoded but inferred on the 

basis of observable evidence, by a process of non-demonstrative inference involving 

hypothesis formation and evaluation. Grice’s main contribution to pragmatics was to 

show how the pragmatic inference process might go. 

The cases of communication that Grice was primarily interested in go beyond the 

mere recognition of an intention. Grice was interested in distinguishing a certain 

‘overt’ type of communication from a variety of more covert forms of information 

transmission involving an element of manipulation of concealment (cf. Sperber & 

Wilson, 1986/1995: 28–31). In overt communication, humans have special help in 

recognising the communicator’s intentions. According to Grice, the audience is 

entitled to assume that the communicator is aiming at certain standards, which ascribe 

to his famous Cooperative Principle and Maxims, as will be seen in Section 2.1.3. 

On a general Gricean account of meaning and communication, there are two 

theories: a theory of meaning–nn (Grice, 1957, 1989) and a theory of conversational 

implicature (Grice, 1975, 1978, 1989). In the theory of meaning–nn, Grice emphasises 

the conceptual relation between natural meaning in the external world, and 

non-natural meaning, linguistic meaning of utterances. He develops an analysis of 
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meaning–nn in terms of the speaker’s intention, as shown in the next section. 

 

2.1.2 Grice’s Theory of Meaning–nn 

 In Grice’s theory of meaning, first published in the late 1940s, which argued that 

in order to understand how meanings are generated through language use, it is 

necessary to distinguish between the type of meaning that is generated in acts of 

linguistic communication from other types of meanings. In arguing this, Grice makes 

a distinction between ‘natural’ and ‘non-natural’ meaning, arguing that the second 

type, non-natural meaning, is the type of meaning that is of specific interest to the 

study of linguistic communication. According to the Gricean characterisation of 

meaning, natural meaning would include instances where a link between two 

phenomena is inferred on the basis of causal relationship or where one is a symptom 

of the other. It is the type of meaning implied by phrases such as inflation means 

higher interest rates or a hangover means I’ve drunk too much wine. Non-natural 

meaning is where two phenomena are linked but where there is no necessary 

connection: where the relationship is based on convention. And this is, of course, the 

relationship that holds between things in the world and linguistic signs we use to refer 

to them. 

Taking the view that meaning–nn is not homogeneous, Grice suggests that it be 
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divided into a number of different categories of overtly communicated (non-natural) 

meaning that an utterance can convey (from Jaszczolt, 2002: 219; see also Levinson, 

1983: 131; Huang, 1994 for further discussion): 

 

(1) Grice’s typology of meaning 

Meaning–nn (speaker’s meaning): 

a. what is said (truth-conditional aspects of meaning) 

b. what is implicated (non-truth-conditional aspects of meaning) 

     what is conventionally implicated 

 what is non-conventionally implicated 

what is conversationally implicated 

     generalised conversational implicature 

     particularised conversational implicature 

    what is non-conversationally implicated 

(Jaszczolt, 2002: 219) 

 

As shown above, a fundamental distinction in Grice’s framework is between saying 

and implicating. Grice uses the expression ‘what is said’ to refer to the 

truth-conditional content of utterances, i.e. to what is explicitly or literally said 

(Levinson, 1983: 97). ‘What is implicated’ is everything that is overtly communicated 

by an utterance but is not part of what is said. 

Grice also distinguished between various types of implicatures. Conventional 

implicatures are linguistically encoded, and hence semantic, but do not affect the truth 

conditions of the utterance (Blakemore, 1992: 148). To illustrate the distinction 

between saying and conventionally implicating, consider (2): 
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(2) Mary: She was poor but she was honest. 

 

What Mary has ‘said,’ according to Grice, is given in (3): 

 

(3) a. She was poor. 

b. She was honest. 

 

What Mary has conventionally implicated is given in (4): 

 

(4) There is a contrast between (3a) and (3b). 

 

The information in (4) does not affect the truth conditions of the utterance in (2), and 

hence but is non-truth-conditional. It is precisely the fact that conventional 

impicatures are non-truth-conditional that distinguishes them from other types of 

linguistically encoded meaning. 

As noted above, implicatures can be either conventional or non-conventional 

(Grice, 1989: 24–26, 118). Conventionally implicated meaning is semantic, but 

non-truth-conditional. By contrast, non-conventionally implicated meaning is 

pragmatic or social, i.e. it is inferred on the basis of pragmatic or social principles, 

including the cooperative principle (CP) and maxims. Non-conventional implicatures 

fall into further sub-types, of which the best known are conversational implicatures. 

These are crucially not decoded but inferred. It is partly to explain the recovery of 

conversational implicatures that Grice’s CP and maxims are introduced. 
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2.1.3 Grice’s Theory of Conversational Implicature 

 In the theory of conversational implicature, Grice proposes that in an exchange 

of conversation, there is an underlying principle that determines the way in which 

language is used maximally effectively and efficiently to achieve rational interaction. 

He called this governing dictum the Cooperative Principle (CP). For Grice, inferential 

communication is achieved by the use of CP, together with four conversational 

maxims (Grice, 1975: 45–46, 1989: 26–27). These can be set out as follows: 

  

(5) Cooperative Principle 

Make your conversational contribution such as is required, at the stage at 

which it occurs, by the accepted purpose or direction of the talk exchange in 

which you are engaged. (Grice, 1989: 26) 

 

(6) Maxims of Conversation 

Maxims of Quantity 

1. Make your contribution as informative as is required (for the current   

purposes of the exchange). 

2. Do not make your contribution more informative than is required. 

 

Maxims of Quality 

Supermaxim: Try to make your contribution one that is true. 

1. Do not say what you believe to be false. 

2. Do not say that for which you lack adequate evidence. 

 

Maxim of Relation 

Be relevant. 

 

Maxims of Manner 

Supermaxim: Be perspicuous. 

1. Avoid obscurity of expression. 

2. Avoid ambiguity. 
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3. Be brief (avoid unnecessary prolixity). 

4. Be orderly. 

(Grice, 1989: 26–27) 

 

The central role of the CP and maxims is to explain how it is possible for speakers to 

communicate more than they actually say. According to Grice, a conversational 

implicature is a proposition which was derived from an utterance on the basis of the 

meanings of the words uttered, the context and the assumption that the speaker had 

been speaking in accordance with CP and certain maxims of conversation (cf. 

Blakemore, 1992: 147). Thus for example, on the assumption that the speaker was 

trying to be informative, the hearer of (7) will derive the assumption in (8): 

  

(7) A: I’ve run out of petrol. 

B: There’s a garage down the road. 

(8) A can obtain petrol from the garage down the road. 

 

In Grice’s view, speakers are expected to observe the maxims and hearers to assume, 

in turn, that speakers are doing so. His idea was that even if speakers appear to be 

violating a particular maxim at the level of what is said, hearers will provide any 

assumptions needed to make the utterance satisfy the maxims, or at least the CP. They 

will, in other words, fill in the thought behind the utterance so that the assumption that 

speaker is both rational and cooperative is maintained. 
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2.1.4 Problems with Grice’s Approach 

Grice’s account of utterance interpretation, important and exciting as it might be, 

raises a number of problems and leaves many questions unanswered. Regarding the 

CP itself, it is not clear that every conversation has an “accepted purpose or 

direction.” Moreover, as Wilson (1994: 56) observes, it is not clear in Grice’s 

framework how the purpose or direction of a conversation would be identified, or how, 

once identified, it would help with comprehension. 

Another problem is the source of the CP and maxims: what is their origin and 

nature? Why should speakers obey them? Are they universal? Are they innate? Or are 

they socially variable and hence, culturally specific? If so, we need an account of the 

social parameters that cause this variation. Is the CP really the overarching principle 

governing conversation? Is the number of maxims adequate? Do we need more or 

could we do with less? (Sperber & Wilson, 1986/1995: 35–38; Blakemore, 1992: 26; 

Smith & Wilson, 1992; Wilson, 1994) 

The most famous indeterminacy is one that Grice himself recognised: the lack of 

a definition of relevance (Grice, 1989: 30). The problem has been acknowledged by 

some of his successors (e.g. Bach & Harnish, 1979; Bach, 1994), but in general they 

have chosen to concentrate on questions of informativeness. Or consider the Manner 

maxims. Here, Grice does not specify what “be brief” and “avoid obscurity of 
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expression” really amount to. How is brevity to be measured? When is an expression 

obscure or “perspicuous”? As regards the Quantity maxims, what makes our 

contribution “as informative as is required (for the current purpose of the exchange),” 

and how should we formulate it so that it is not “more informative than is required”? 

As they stand, then, the CP and maxims raise as many questions as they answer. 

Also one serious problem is that Grice is forced to treat all figurative language as 

involving a violation of the maxim of Quality (maxim of truthfulness), and hence a 

deviation from the norm. For him, a figure of speech necessarily involves a flouting of 

the maxims, which is essential to their recognition. Thus, he treats metaphor, irony 

and hyperbole as blatant violations of the maxim of truthfulness, designed to 

implicate some related true proposition. Consider the following examples: 

 

(9) a. Bill is a fox. 

b. Bill is like a fox. 

 

(10) He: It’s a lovely day for a picnic. 

[They go for a picnic and it rains.] 

She (sarcastically): It IS a lovely day for a picnic. 

 

(11) a. This walk is a marathon. 

      b. This walk is very long. 

 

According to Grice, in the case of the metaphor in (9a), the hearer should infer from 

the fact that the speaker has blatantly violated the maxim of truthfulness, that he must 

have implicated the related proposition in (9b). In (10), the ironist deliberately flouts 
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the maxim of truthfulness in order to implicate the opposite of what was literally said. 

The hyperbole in (11a) also involves a deliberate violation of the maxim of 

truthfulness with the intention of communicating something weaker than what was 

said, e.g. (11b). All the three figures are seen as implicating some related 

propositions — in metaphor a related simile, in irony the opposite of what is said, and 

in hyperbole a related weaker proposition — by means of a deliberate violation of the 

maxim of truthfulness. Grice’s framework offers no explanation for why a speaker 

who wanted to communicate (9b) or (11b) did not simply say (9b) or (11b) instead of 

putting his hearer to the extra effort of processing the indirect utterances in (9a) and 

(11a) respectively (Sperber & Wilson, 1986/1995: 236–237). 

While Grice’s account is vague in many aspects, he clearly establishes an 

alternative to the code model of communication. There is no denying his central 

achievement: to show how inferential communication is possible at all. In the next 

section I will introduce the framework of RT, which was directly inspired by Grice’s 

work. 

 

2.2 Relevance Theory 

In this section, I will give a brief outline of Relevance Theory (henceforth RT). I 

will also show how RT provides a general comprehension strategy that can be used in 
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resolving indeterminacies in the interpretation of utterances. RT developed out of 

Grice’s pragmatic theory, but differs from it in may aspects. Although still at an early 

stage of development, it has provided a useful framework for a considerable variety of 

researches (Rouchota & Jucker, 1998; Carston & Uchida, 1998). In subsequent 

sections, I am to present a brief sketch of RT, relevance and communication, the 

principle of relevance, with emphasis on those of its features that bear on the study of 

relevance and implicatures, poetic effects, and storytelling. 

 

2.2.1 Relevance and Communication 

Relevance Theory (Sperber & Wilson, 1986/1995) builds on Grice’s 

fundamental assumptions that (a) the primary domain of pragmatic theory is overt 

intentional communication and (b) utterance interpretation is a non-demonstrative 

inference, where hearers infer the intended interpretation using contextual 

assumptions and general principles of communication. Overt intentional 

communication differs from accidental information transmission or covert 

communication in that the speaker wants to convey a certain message, is actively 

helping the hearer to recover it, and would acknowledge it if asked. If Peter points at 

one of my shelves and asks me to lend him the red book, he wants me to recognise his 

intention to pick out a particular red book; if I do not, communication will fail. While 
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RT has much to say about accidental information transmission and covert forms of 

communication, it follows Grice in claiming that overt intentional communication 

forms a natural theoretical domain, with its own theoretical principles and 

generalisations. 

Like most pragmatists, Sperber and Wilson emphasise that understanding an 

utterance is not simply a matter of linguistic decoding. It involves identifying (a) what 

the speaker intended to say, (b) what the speaker intended to imply, (c) the speaker’s 

intended attitude to what was said and implied, and (d) the intended context (cf. 

Wilson, 1994). Thus, the intended interpretation of an utterance is the intended 

combination of explicit content, contextual assumptions and implications, and the 

speaker’s intended attitude to these. As Wilson (1994) observes, it is obvious that in 

recovering the speaker’s meaning, context plays an important role. Context is not just 

the preceding linguistic text, or the spatial–temporal setting in which the utterance 

takes place. It includes any assumptions used to arrive at the intended interpretation, 

which may be drawn from the immediate linguistic and physical environment, but 

also from scientific, cultural, or commonsense knowledge, or any type of public or 

individual information that the hearer has access to at the time. Accessing the 

appropriate contextual assumptions is crucial to utterance understanding and 

interpretation. 
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The role of context in communication and understanding has not been studied in 

detail in Gricean approaches to pragmatics. RT makes it a central concern, raising 

fundamental questions such as: How is the appropriate context selected? How is it 

that from the huge range of assumptions available at the time of utterance, hearers 

restrict themselves to the intended ones? To illustrate, consider the following 

example: 

 

(12) He will be the Chao Yuan–Ren of the next generation. 

 

For linguists at least, the intended interpretation of this utterance will be immediately 

obvious. The audience is intended to use the contextual assumption that Chao 

Yuan–Ren is a pioneer and pretty famous in Chinese linguistics, and draw the 

conclusion that he in question is a potentially outstanding figure in Chinese linguistics. 

The question is why this is so. Surely, most linguists will have much more 

information than this retrievable for Chao Yuan–Ren. For example, they might know 

that Chao Yuan–Ren knew music well and he wrote a famous song Jiao wo ruhe bu 

xiang ta ‘How can I think her not,’ that he wrote a well-known book A Grammar of 

Spoken Chinese, and so on. Why don’t hearers consider these assumptions, either 

instead of, or as well as, the obvious ones? 

In Relevance (1986/1995), Sperber and Wilson developed a unitary answer to all 

these questions, based upon the assumption that communication, like cognition, is 
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relevance–oriented. The central ideas of RT are contained in a definition of relevance 

and two principles (Sperber & Wilson, 1998), as will be shown below. Concerning the 

advantages of applying RT to analyse advertising language, code models and semiotic 

approaches have been shown that understanding ads is not just a matter of decoding, 

and that the interpretation of ads is best approached from a pragmatic point of view. 

Furthermore, it has also been suggested that pragmatists who have analysed ads do 

not present a convincing and thorough account of the nature and role of context. 

Instead they attempted to make use of notions of goal-bounded activities or sets of 

rules, which are demonstrably insufficient to explain how audiences understand ads. 

Thus, existing approaches to advertising language have the drawbacks of the 

communication theories upon which they are based. By contrast, Sperber and Wilson 

offer a principled account in Relevance (1986/1995) of how an utterance is interpreted 

by the audience in context. RT provides the most satisfactory answer to the basic 

question of how communication is achieved in advertising, and the following section 

is thus devoted to a general exposition of RT. 

 

2.2.2 The Principle of Relevance 

This section presents an approach to utterance interpretation based on RT, which 

will serve as the theoretical foundation for the analysis of various aspects of Eslite’s 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

22 

 

advertising texts in this study. Following Tanaka’s (1994) viewpoint, my resort to the 

communication theory of RT also springs from the inappropriateness of previous 

analyses of advertising language. RT provides a fully formulated theory of context, 

which is lacking in earlier studies. 

At the most general level, Sperber and Wilson (1986/1995: 2) argue that it is 

thoughts which are communicated. By thoughts, they mean mental representations, 

which hearers are capable of entertaining and believing. In other words, thoughts take 

the form of sets of assumptions. The ultimate goal of the communicator is to alter his 

hearer’s thoughts, and that is why he engages in communication at all.1 

Let us start with a definition of relevance. Information derived from any source 

(perception, inference, communication) may be relevant to an individual. It is 

relevance when it interacts with some context of assumptions accessible to the 

individual to yield cognitive effects: 

 

(13) Contextual effects (or cognitive effects) 

The kind of result which a newly received stimulus must bring about, by 

interacting with some of the assumptions already in the cognitive system, in 

order for it to be relevant to the system. There are three types of contextual 

(or cognitive) effect it may have: supporting and so strengthening existing 

assumptions, contradicting and eliminating assumptions, combining 

inferentially with them to produce new conclusions (contextual implication). 

(Carston & Uchida, 1998: 295–296) 

 

                                                 
1 In this study I consider the audience to be female, and the addresser to be male (cf. Tanaka, 1994: 
xv). 
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Cognitive effects cost some mental effort to derive, so there is another factor to be 

taken into account in assessing degrees of relevance: processing effort, which is 

defined within RT as follows: 

 

(14) Processing effort 

The effort which a cognitive system must expend in order to arrive at a 

satisfactory interpretation of incoming information (involving factors such 

as the accessing of an appropriate set of contextual assumption and the 

inferential work of integrating the new information with existing 

assumptions). 

(Carston & Uchida, 1998: 298–299) 

 

Since cognitive effects are achieved by mental processes and hence require processing 

effort. The greater the effort needed to derive them, the lower the relevance will be. 

The processing effort required to derive the cognitive effects of utterances depends on 

two main factors. First, the form in which the information is presented (e.g. the 

audibility, legibility, dialect, register, syntactic complexity, and familiarity of 

construction). Second, the effort of memory and imagination needed to construct a 

suitable context and the inferential effort needed to compute the cognitive effects of 

the utterance in the chosen context. 

In short, degrees of relevance depend on two factors: (a) cognitive effects (or 

contextual effects) and (b) processing effort. This leads to the following comparative 

definition of relevance: 
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(15) Relevance 

(a) Other things being equal, the greater the cognitive effects achieved in an 

individual by processing some information, the greater the relevance of 

that information to that individual. 

(b) Other things being equal, the smaller the processing effort required to 

achieve those cognitive effects, the greater the relevance of that 

information to that individual. 

(Sperber & Wilson, 1995: 265–266; Carston & Uchida, 1998: 299) 

 

RT claims that every aspect of cognition and communication is governed by the 

search for relevance. These claims are expressed in two principles of relevance 

(Sperber & Wilson, 1995: 260). Sperber and Wilson’s inferential account of 

communication is based on a fundamental assumption about cognition. As they put it, 

humans pay attention to some phenomena rather than others; they represent these 

phenomena to themselves in one way rather than another; they process these 

representations in one context rather than another. Sperber and Wilson suggest that 

these choices are governed by the Cognitive Principle of Relevance (Sperber & 

Wilson, 1995: 260): 

 

(16) Cognitive Principle of Relevance 

Human cognition tends to be geared to the maximisation of relevance. 

 

What the Cognitive Principle of Relevance says is that human cognition tends to be 

geared towards the allocation of attention and processing resources to the most 

relevant information. That is, humans tend to pay attention to the most relevant 

phenomena available; they tend to construct the most relevant possible representation 
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of a given phenomenon, and to process this representation in a context that maximises 

its relevance. In other words, human cognition is relevance–oriented: we pay attention 

to information that seems relevant to us. 

This assumption has an immediate consequence for the theory of communication. 

The very act of claiming an audience’s attention encourages the audience to believe 

that the information offered will be relevant enough to be worth their attention. In 

other words, every act of communication creates an expectation of relevance. This 

fact is called the Communicative Principle of Relevance (Sperber & Wilson, 1995: 

260; Noveck & Sperber, 2006: 6): 

 

(17) Communicative Principle of Relevance 

Every act of communication conveys a presumption of its own optimal 

relevance. 

 

What the Communicative Principle of Relevance says is that utterances create an 

expectation of a certain level of relevance in the addressee. This expectation is not of 

maximal relevance, but of optimal relevance. Communicators cannot always be relied 

on to give the most relevant possible information, or to present it in the least 

effort-demanding way. In the first place, the speaker may not have the information 

that the hearer would find the most relevant; he may be unable to think of it; or he 

may be unwilling to give it. In the second place, the speaker may not have enough 

time to think of the best possible formulation of his utterance; he may not be 
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competent to express himself in the most economical (or least effort-demanding) way; 

or he may have stylistic preferences which prevent him from choosing the best 

possible formulation. Nonetheless, from the very fact that the speaker is offering her 

information, which requires some expenditure of processing effort, the hearer is 

entitled to expect the utterance to be at least relevant enough to be worth her attention. 

This sets a lower limit on the expected degree of relevance. Beyond that point, 

Sperber and Wilson argue, it is in the speaker’s interest to achieve a greater degree of 

relevance as long as he is capable of achieving it and has no specific preferences that 

would prevent him achieving it. In this way, he will have the greatest chance of 

holding the hearer’s attention and hence of achieving his goals and avoiding 

misunderstanding. It is around the idea that communicated information creates a 

presumption of relevance that Sperber and Wilson’s account of comprehension is built. 

In RT, taking these factors into account, the presumption of optimal relevance is given 

as follows: 

 

(18) Presumption of optimal relevance 

(a) The utterance is relevant enough to be worth processing. 

(b) It is the most relevant one compatible with communicator’s abilities 

and preferences. 

(Sperber & Wilson, 1995: 270; Noveck & Sperber, 2006: 6) 

 

The Communicative Principle of Relevance differs from other principles, maxims or 

conventions proposed in modern pragmatics in that it is not something that people 
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have to know, let alone learn, in order to communicate successfully. It is not a norm 

that speakers can obey or disobey; it does not even assume that communication is 

necessarily cooperative in Grice’s sense that speaker and hearer should share a 

common purpose beyond that of understanding and being understood. It is a 

generalisation about human communicative behaviour, expressing the idea that what 

is fundamental to communication — because it is fundamental to cognition — is the 

pursuit of relevance (Wilson & Matsui, 1998). 

How much relevance is the hearer of an utterance entitled to expect? In 

Relevance, Sperber and Wilson define a notion of optimal relevance, which is 

designed to spell out what the hearer is entitled to look for in terms of effort and 

effect: 

 

(19) Optimal relevance 

An utterance is optimally relevant to an addressee if and only if: 

(a) It is relevant enough to be worth the hearer’s processing effort; 

(b) It is the most relevant one compatible with communicator’s abilities 

and preferences. 

(Sperber & Wilson, 1995: 270) 

 

According to clause (a), the very fact of requesting the hearer’s attention by means of 

an utterance entitles the hearer to expect enough effects to make the utterance worth 

processing. Clause (a) then sets a minimal degree of relevance that the hearer is 

encouraged to expect. But is the hearer entitled to expect more relevance than this? 
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According to clause (b), if it is compatible with his abilities (information 

available and capacity to employ it effectively) and preferences (goal pursued in 

communicating or rules of styles or etiquette he wishes to follow) the speaker should 

go beyond the minimally necessary degree of relevance. It is in his interest to do so, 

because the smaller the effort and the greater the effect, the greater the relevance, and 

the more relevant the utterance, the more likely the hearer will be to attend it and 

understand it correctly (Wilson, 1998; Wilson & Sperber, 2000). 

A speaker aiming at optimal relevance should try to formulate his utterance in 

such a way as to spare the hearer gratuitous processing effort, so that the first 

acceptable interpretation to occur to the hearer is the one he intended to convey. This 

in turn suggests a comprehension strategy which according to Sperber and Wilson, 

hearers spontaneously follow in utterance interpretation: 

 

(20) Relevance–guided comprehension heuristic 

(a) Follow a path of least effort in constructing and interpretation of the 

utterance (and in particular in resolving ambiguities and referential 

indeterminacies, in going beyond linguistic meaning, in computing 

implicatures, etc.). 

(b) Stop when your expectations of relevance are satisfied. 

(Noveck & Sperber, 2006: 6–7; Sperber, Cara & Girotto, 1995) 

 

Clause (a) is justified by the presumption of optimal relevance, from which it follows 

that the hearer will not be expected to waste any effort in arriving at the intended 

reading. Clause (b) allows for more or less specific expectations of relevance, e.g. of 
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more or less specific types and degrees of cognitive effects, which may be adjusted 

upward or downward as the utterance proceeds. 

As we have seen in Section 2.1.4, Sperber and Wilson have argued that Grice’s 

maxims of Quality create more problems than they solve, and are better dispensed 

with (Sperber & Wilson, 1986/1995; Wilson, 1995; Wilson & Sperber, 2000). Grice 

treats all figurative language as involving a violation of the maxim of Quality 

(truthfulness), and hence a deviation from the norm. He thus treats metaphor, irony 

and hyperbole as blatant violations of the maxim of truthfulness, designed to 

implicate some related true proposition. We repeat the examples of (9)–(11) here 

again: 

 

 (9) a. Bill is a fox. 

b. Bill is like a fox. 

 

 (10) He: It’s a lovely day for a picnic. 

[They go for a picnic and it rains.] 

She (sarcastically): It IS a lovely day for a picnic. 

 

 (11) a. This walk is a marathon. 

 b. This walk is very long. 

 

As have seen, Grice treats all these three figures as implicating some related 

propositions by means of a deliberate violation of the maxim of truthfulness: in 

metaphor a related simile, in irony the opposite of what is said, and in hyperbole a 

related weaker proposition. However, Sperber and Wilson (1985/1986; 1986/1995: 
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Chapter 4, Sections 8, 9) argue against both the general claim that figurative language 

is deviant, and Grice’s attempt to analyse figurative interpretations as implicatures 

created by deliberate violation of the maxim of truthfulness. In fact, figurative 

language seems to be universal and natural, to arise spontaneously without being 

taught or learned (Sperber & Wilson, 1985/1986: 169–170). As they comment: 

 

… that the possibility of expressing oneself metaphorically or 

ironically and being understood as doing so follows from very general 

mechanisms of verbal communication … that metaphor and irony 

involve no departure from a norm, no transgression of a rule, 

convention or maxim. (Sperber & Wilson, 1986/1995: 242) 

 

They also explain why a speaker who wanted to communicate (9b) or (11b) did not 

simply say (9b) or (11b) but used the indirect utterances in (9a) and (11a). In 

relevance–theoretic terms, (9a) and (11a) could not optimally relevant if they were 

only intended to communicate (9b) and (11b) (Sperber & Wilson, 1986/1995: 

236–237). 

Sperber and Wilson also point out that hyperbole is more closely related to 

metaphor than it is to irony (Sperber & Wilson, 1985/1986: 166; 1986/1995: 235). In 

fact, with utterances such as (21), it is hard to say whether metaphor or hyperbole is 

involved: 

 

(21) This walk is a marathon. 

(22) a. This walk is like a marathon. (metaphor) 
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 b. This walk is very long. (hyperbole) 

 

For Grice, though, there would be two entirely different analyses depending on 

whether (21) is construed as metaphor or hyperbole: communication of a related 

simile for metaphor, communication of a weaker proposition for hyperbole. On the 

relevance–theoretic account, both figures of speech are treated along the same lines, 

and Grice’s distinction is seen as artificial. 

A problem arises too when we look at loose talk and rough approximations. 

Consider (23)–(25): 

 

(23) Taipei is north of Taiwan. 

(24) I live 15 minutes of MRT from Taipei Main Station. 

(25) The lake is circular. 

 

There are circumstances where the terms ‘north,’ ‘15 minutes’ and ‘circular’ would be 

strictly and literally intended, but in many cases, they would be intended and 

understood as mere approximations to the truth. Here, there is no question of a 

deliberate and blatant violation of the maxims of Quality, yet if strictly and literally 

interpreted, these utterances would be false. The problem is that Grice’s framework 

appears to offer no account at all of how loose talk should be understood. Are 

(23)–(25), when understood as rough approximations, true or false, deviant or not? 

Whatever the problems they create for Grice’s framework, it is clear that hearers have 

no problem understanding them, and we need some explanation of how this is so 
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(Sperber & Wilson, 1985/1986: 162–165; 1986/1995: 233–235; 1998; Wilson & 

Sperber, 2000). 

Concerning figurative language and loose talk, as mentioned earlier, Grice 

claims that the strictly literal interpretation should be tried first, and only abandoned if 

it fails to satisfy the maxims, and that a figure of speech necessarily involves a 

flouting of the maxims, which is essential to their recognition. Sperber and Wilson 

have argued that, on the contrary, with utterances like (23)–(25), in many 

circumstances the loose interpretation is the first to be tested, and will only be 

abandoned if it fails to satisfy the hearer’s expectation of relevance. As they claim, 

‘… the hearer should take an utterance as fully literal only when nothing less than full 

literality will confirm the presumption of relevance. In general, some looseness of 

expression is to be expected’ (Sperber & Wilson, 1986/1995: 234). Thus, when I say: 

 

(26) I will be there in 15 minutes. 

 

The natural understanding is that I will be there in roughly 15 minutes: the loose 

interpretation is preferred even though there is nothing obviously unsatisfactory about 

the strictly literal one. 

But the main problem Sperber and Wilson find with the maxims of Quality is 

that they have no obvious cognitive basis. As we have seen, the communicative 

principle of relevance follows from the fundamental assumptions about human 
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cognition. Grice argues that the maxims of Quality have a basis in rationality: that if 

we are interested in communication at all, it will be rational to adopt the maxim of 

Quality among others. He also seems to feel that the maxim of truthfulness has a 

moral content which his other major categories of maxim lack (Grice, 1989: 27, 371). 

Sperber and Wilson challenge these assumptions and claim that: 

 

… the hearer is not invariably entitled to expect a literal interpretation 

of the speaker’s thought, not is such an interpretation always necessary 

for successful communication to take place. A less-than-literal 

interpretation … may be good enough: may indeed be better on some 

occasions than a strictly literal one. (Sperber & Wilson, 1985/1986: 

158) 

 

Sperber and Wilson argue that in a framework with a Communicative Principle of 

Relevance but without Grice’s Quality maxims, there will be a better account of 

rational communication (Sperber & Wilson, 1985/1986: 170; 1986/1995: 230–231; 

1998; Wilson & Sperber, 2000). Especially in this study I am chiefly concerned with 

the weaker effects of communication from poetic force and storytelling in advertising 

language, where figurative language and weak implicatures play indispensable roles 

in delivering cognitive contextual effects, and go well beyond the realms of Grice’s 

CP and maxims. 
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2.2.3 Relevance and Implicatures 

We have seen the notion and various types of implicature from Grice’s 

perspective in Sections 2.1.2 and 2.1.3, in this section I will revisit the notion of 

implicature within the relevance–theoretic framework. An utterance communicates a 

range of assumptions, but only some of them are intended by the speaker, others are 

accidental. Thus the hearer might recover assumptions about the speaker from his 

Taiwanese accent, without his intending to communicate them. Or a speaker might 

have a nasal voice which indicates that he has a cold, but without his intending to do 

so. The hearer is induced to derive some cognitive effects, without the speaker making 

manifest that he intends to communicate them. These stimuli fall outside the realm of 

ostensive communication. In other cases, the speaker intends to communicate certain 

assumptions, but does not intend to publicise his intention to do so. This is considered 

in the discussion of covert communication in Section 3.2, as Tanaka (1994) proposed. 

Among those assumptions which the speaker communicates overtly (that is, 

ostensively), some are communicated explicitly and others implicitly. In a very simple 

account, an assumption obtained by the development of the logical forms encoded by 

an utterance is called an explicature (Sperber & Wilson, 1986/1995: 182).2 In contrast, 

                                                 
2 In RT, the pragmatically determined aspects of truth-conditional content are seen as contributing to 
what is explicitly rather than implicitly communicated, i.e. to the explicatures of an utterance rather 
than to its implicatures: 

Explicature 
A proposition communicated by an utterance is an explicature if it is either (a) the proposition 
expressed by the utterance (i.e. its truth-conditional content, what is said), or (b) the result of 
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assumptions that are derivable from the proposition expressed by the utterance 

together with the context are called implicatures (Tanaka, 1994: 26–27). The notion of 

implicature was first used by Grice (1975), but this distinction between explicature 

and implicature does not correspond to Grice’s distinction between ‘saying’ and 

‘implicating’ (Sperber & Wilson, 1986/1995; Carston, 1988; Blakemore, 1992). 

Sperber and Wilson (1986/1995: 195) argue that both the contextual assumption and 

the conclusion are implicatures of the utterance, and call the former an implicated 

premise and the latter implicated conclusion. 

It has been taken for granted so far that communication generally succeeds, but 

of course sometimes communication fails; that is, the intention of the speaker is not 

always conveyed to the hearer successfully. Thus there will be situations in which the 

hearer is encouraged to entertain a range of interpretive hypotheses and where there is 

a vast range of further possibilities beyond the intended interpretation. Sperber and 

Wilson also focus on such weak aspects of communication and acknowledge the 

gradience of implicature: strong to weak implicature. 

Sperber and Wilson (1986/1995: 194–195) define an implicature as ‘a contextual 

assumption or implication which a speaker, intending her utterance to be manifestly 

relevant, manifestly intended to make manifest to the hearer,’ and distinguish two 

                                                                                                                                            
embedding this proposition under a speech-act or propositional-attitude description. (Wilson, 1993, 
Lecture 4; cited from Noh, 2000: 71) 
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types of implicatures: implicated premises and implicated conclusions. All 

implicatures, they claim, fall into one or the other of these two categories. As 

demonstrated below, (28) and (29) are an implicated premise and an implicated 

conclusion of (27b) respectively: 

 

(27) a. Peter: Would you drive a Mercedes? 

b. Mary: I wouldn’t drive any expensive car. 

(28) A Mercedes is an expensive car. 

(29) Mary wouldn’t drive a Mercedes. 

 

Mary’s utterance (27b) might also strongly invite another implicated premise (30) and 

another implicated conclusion (31), for example: 

 

(30) A Rolls Royce is an expensive car. 

(31) Mary wouldn’t drive a Rolls Royce. 

 

Compared to (30) and (31), (32) and (33) below are not so ‘strong’ in that not every 

one who hears (27b) will make these same assumptions. 

 

(32) An Alfa Romeo is an expensive car. 

(33) Mary wouldn’t drive an Alfa Romeo. 

 

Furthermore, it will be less probable that hearers will arrive at conclusion (35) having 

accessed (34), but we cannot ignore entirely the possibility: 

 

(34) A Golf is an expensive car. 

(35) Mary wouldn’t drive a Golf. 
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As we have seen, there is a gradience in implicatures from the strong ones as 

exemplified by (28) and (29), to the weak ones as exemplified by (34) and (35). The 

stronger the implicature, the more probable that it will be recovered. On the other 

hand, the weaker the implicature, the more uncertain its recovery will be; That is, in 

the case of weak implicatures, there is an indeterminate range, some of which will be 

derived by one hearer, some by another. In these cases the hearer will have to take 

more responsibility for the particular implications she derive as they are not obviously 

favoured by the speaker’s communicative intention. As shown above, some 

implicatures are strongly favoured by the speaker, while other implicatures are very 

weakly favoured by the speaker. Consider one more example: 

 

(36) a. Mary: What do you do in your leisure time? 

b. Peter: I went to the National Theatre and Concert Hall last Saturday. 

 

The explicatures of (36b) include the following assumption: 

 

(37) Peter has said that he went to the National Theatre and Concert Hall on the 

previous Saturday. 

 

Utterance (37) does not directly answer the question in (36a). However, it does give 

Mary immediate access to her encyclopaedic knowledge about the National Theatre 

and Concert Hall, which includes the contextual assumption stated in (38): 
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(38) One goes to the National Theatre and Concert Hall to watch a performance 

of the opera. 

 

If processed in a context containing (38), (36b) would yield (39): 

 

(39) Peter went to the opera at the National Theatre and Concert Hall. 

 

It is not difficult to see that Mary is expected by Peter to process (36b) in a context 

containing (39) and derive (40): 

 

(40) Peter likes going to the opera in his leisure time. 

 

It can be said that Peter has strongly implicated (40) by using (36b). Thus Peter 

intends both the contextual assumptions (38) and (39) and the conclusion (40) to be 

recovered by Mary. 

In the case of these weak implicatures, the hearer has to take on a greater 

responsibility if she is to believe them. When (36b) gives Mary access to her 

encyclopaedic information about the National Theatre and Concert Hall, she may 

retrieve information other than (40). For example, Mary may supply (41)–(42) and 

derive (43)–(44): 

 

(41) People who like to spend their leisure time in going to the opera are 

cultured. 

(42) People who are cultured like going to art galleries, concerts and theatres. 

(43) Peter is cultured. 

(44) Peter likes going to art galleries, concerts and theatres. 
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The communicator can achieve successful communication through weak implicatures. 

The indirectness of the answer in (36b) offers a range of possible interpretations, 

which would not be available if the answer had been direct. By choosing an indirect 

answer, Peter must have expected some of these interpretations to bring contextual 

effects to outweigh the extra processing effort involved. That is to say that, however 

weakly communicated they may be, Peter has overtly communicated (43) and (44). 

He does not strongly back them and Mary takes the responsibility to a degree for 

supplying these particular premises and conclusions. In other circumstances, where 

his social status was in question, Peter could have expected Mary to supply just these 

premises and conclusion. The speaker has no way of making sure of his success in 

communication. However, he can correctly assume that his addressee is likely to 

access and use certain assumptions in interpreting his utterance. He can thus aim at a 

high probability of success. 

The question then arises as to how far Mary should seek for possibilities. In other 

words, how long should she keep adding premises to the context and recovering 

further conclusions? She could add (45) to the context and derive (46): 

 

(45) People who go to the National Theatre and Concert Hall do not like hunting, 

shooting and fishing. 

(46) Peter does not like hunting, shooting and fishing. 

 

It is not easy to say whether Peter has given Mary any encouragement to supply the 
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premise in (45) and derive (46). 

From the hearer’s point of view, there are two criteria she uses in deciding how 

far she is to investigate and invest in utterance interpretations. Firstly, in deciding 

what has been communicated, she uses the criterion of consistency with the principle 

of relevance, which is proposed in RT as follows (Smith & Wilson, 1992: 6): 

 

(47) Criterion of consistency with the principle of relevance 

An utterance, on a given interpretation, is consistent with the principle of 

relevance if and only if the speaker might rationally have expected it to be 

optimally relevant to the hearer on that interpretation. 

 

Secondly, in deciding how far she should continue providing premises, adding them to 

the context, and deriving conclusions on her own responsibility, she uses the criterion 

governing her own cognitive activities, namely, the search for maximal relevance. 

That is, she goes as far as she finds it relevant to go. She would not go beyond the 

point where her processing effort outweighs the effects she achieves from the derived 

conclusions. If the effect obtained from the derived assumptions is weighed against 

processing effort, there will be a point at which it is not worth any further. 

The conclusion to be drawn from this example is that there is no clear cut-off 

point between assumptions strongly backed by the communicator, and assumptions 

derived from the utterance on the addressee’s sole responsibility. It can be argued in 

the example above that (39) is strongly implicated premise and (40) a strongly 
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implicated conclusion, which are strongly backed by the speaker. In contrast, (41) and 

(42) are weakly implicated premises and (43) and (44) weakly implicated conclusions. 

Though there is some backing from the speaker, the backing is weak, and the hearer 

has to derive them on her own responsibility. Nevertheless, both strong and weak 

implicatures are ostensively communicated, and therefore both strong and weak 

implicatures conform to the principle of relevance. 

Since cognitive poetic effects under relevance–theoretic account refer to ‘the 

peculiar effect of an utterance which achieves most of its relevance through a wide 

array of weak implicatures’ (Sperber & Wilson, 1986/1995: 222), and constitute the 

major part of Eslite’s advertising texts to embrace multifaceted emotions and meaning 

construction, to which I am now to turn. 

 

2.2.4 Relevance and Poetic Effects 

In RT, as dealing with the implicatures and style, Sperber and Wilson give the 

name poetic effect to ‘the peculiar effect of an utterance which achieves most of its 

relevance through a wide array of weak implicatures’ (Sperber & Wilson, 1986/1995: 

222). 

From the style of communication it is possible to infer what the speaker takes to 

be the hearer’s cognitive capacities and level of attention, how much help or guidance 
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he is prepared to give her in processing his utterance, the degree of complicity 

between them, their emotional closeness or distance. In other words, a speaker not 

only aims to enlarge the mutual cognitive environment he shares with the hearer; he 

also assumes a certain degree of mutuality, which is indicated and communicated by 

his style (Sperber & Wilson, 1986/1995: 217–218). As they put it, style arises in the 

pursuit of relevance. Let us see the following examples involving the rhetorical device 

of repetition (from Sperber & Wilson, 1986/1995: 219): 

 

(48) Here’s a red sock, here’s a red sock, here’s a blue sock. 

(49) We went for a long, long walk. 

(50) There were houses, houses everywhere. 

(51) I shall never, never smoke again. 

(52) There’s a fox, a fox in the garden. 

(53) My childhood days are gone, gone. 

 

In situations that are easy to imagine, (48) might convey that there are two red socks; 

(49) that the speaker went for a very long walk; (50) that there were a great many 

houses, (51) that the speaker will definitely never smoke again, (52) that the speaker 

was excited about the fox in the garden; and (53) that he was moved by the 

disappearance of his childhood days. Thus the ‘emphatic’ effects of repetition are 

worked out in different ways for different examples. In particular, they may be 

reflected in the propositional content of the utterance, as in (48)–(50), in the speaker’s 

degree of commitment to that propositional content, as in (51), or in some other 
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expression of the speaker’s attitude, as in (52) and (53). 

One way of accounting for this variation would be to set up specific principles of 

semantic or pragmatic interpretation, so that, for instance, the first of two repeated 

scalar adjectives would be interpreted as very, the first of two repeated plural nouns 

would be interpreted as many, and so on. However, in the case of (52), and especially 

(53), it is hard to think of propositional paraphrases that would adequately capture 

their import. These utterances as it were exhibit rather than merely describe the 

speaker’s mental or emotional state: they give rise to non-propositional effects that 

would be lost under paraphrasing. Thus the idea of ad hoc case-by-case semantic or 

pragmatic treatment of repetition is of little help. 

Nevertheless, from RT perspective, the interpretations of (48)–(53) follow 

automatically from the principle of relevance. The hearer’s task with these utterances 

is to reconcile the use of a certain repeated expression with the assumption of aiming 

at optimal relevance. Clearly, the extra linguistic processing effort incurred by the 

repetition must be outweighed by some increase in contextual effects triggered by the 

repetition itself. The different interpretations of (48)–(53) simply illustrate the 

different ways such increases can be achieved. 

In the cases of (48)–(50), the repetition modifies the propositional form and 

hence the explicatures of the utterance, and achieves extra contextual effects thereby. 
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But none of these lines of interpretation is available for (51). Here it would be 

consistent with the principle of relevance to assume that the speaker attaches a higher 

confirmation value to the assumption expressed than the hearer would otherwise have 

thought. Realising that his utterance will be sceptically received, he repeats the word 

‘never’ to convince the hearer that he means what he says, thus ‘never, never’ is here 

similar in import to ‘definitely never,’ and reflects the speaker’s degree of 

commitment to the assumption expressed. This strengthens the explicature and all its 

contextual implications, thereby increasing the contextual effects of the utterance. 

With (52) and (53), none of the above interpretations works well. No increase in 

effect is likely to be achieved either by enriching the propositional form, or by 

strengthening the implicatures. In these cases, the repetition should yield an increase 

in contextual effects by encouraging the hearer to extend the context and thereby add 

further implicatures. The repetition in (52) cannot be explained by assuming that there 

are several foxes in the garden, or by strengthening the assumption that there is a fox. 

Instead, the hearer is encouraged to dig deeper into her encyclopaedic entry for fox, 

with a guarantee that the extra processing effort will be outweighed by contextual 

effects: the fact that there’s a fox in the garden is presented as more relevant than the 

hearer would have spontaneously realised. 

Similarly, the repetition in (53) cannot be explained by assuming that the 
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speaker’s childhood days are longer gone, or more definitely gone, than might 

otherwise have been assumed. If the presumption of relevance is to be confirmed, 

then the repetition of ‘gone’ must be interpreted as an encouragement to expand the 

context. Thus, the extra relevance is more likely to be achieved by a more diversified 

expansion of the context and by a wider array of weaker implicatures. That is, the 

hearer is encouraged to be imaginative and to take a large share of responsibility in 

imagining what it may be for the speaker to be way past his youth. 

Pilkington (1992: 39) points out that repetition per se does not automatically 

result in poetic effects, and that it is important to note where the exploration of 

context is encouraged does not automatically lead to poetic effects, to the accessing of 

a wide range of weak implicatures. Consider (53) again: 

 

(53) My childhood days are gone, gone. 

 

The repetition causes an extra search to take place, and further implicatures to be 

accessed, for example, the implicated premises in (54) and implicated conclusions in 

(55): 

 

(54) Childhood days are innocent. 

Childhood days are ingenuous. 

Childhood days are carefree. 

 

(55) The speaker’s days of innocence have gone. 

The speaker’s days of ingenuousness have gone. 
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The speaker’s carefree days have gone. 

 

Here, though one is encouraged to explore the concept ‘childhood days’ to derive a 

wide range of weak implicatures, one comes up against a readily accessible social 

stereotype which short-circuits the search. Contexts are readily accessible if they are 

metarepresented as beliefs held by a group of which the speaker is recognised to be a 

member. One ends up with an array of not so weak impicatures and the sense that the 

expression is sentimental. Consider two more examples: 

 

(56) Oh, Fred, my colleague, my colleague. 

(57) The pubs have closed, closed. 

 

These appear ridiculous because a search is encouraged which has nowhere to go. 

Relationships between fathers and sons and between anyone and their childhood days 

are much richer, there is much more to explore, than relationships between colleagues, 

which can be any kind of relationship, intense or distant, but which are stereotypically 

at least not rich in a particular kind of experience. The speaker’s relationship with 

Fred can be deep and meaningful, but not by virtue of them being colleagues. 

Similarly, one cannot invest with feeling and complex thought the closing of a pub, 

something can be meaningful, but not that meaningful. It does not evoke a significant 

degree of emotion, unless one sets up an elaborate context, because although pubs are 

a very good thing and at the time of utterance desired but not accessible, they will be 
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open again tomorrow morning (Pilkington, 1992: 48). So, even in the case of 

repetition, where encouragement is given to explore context and access implicatures, 

that encouragement may not be rewarded. The richer examples are definitely poetic, 

while others may fall short of providing a wide range of weak implicatures and appear 

sentimental or ridiculous. 

Consider now another example associated with parallelism (Sperber & Wilson, 

1986/1995: 222; Blakemore, 1992: 155), which, aside from repetition, is another chief 

means to give rise to cognitive poetic effects in Eslite’s advertising language: 

 

(58) Mary came with Peter, Joan with Bob, and Lily with a sad smile on her face. 

 

The use of linguistic parallelism (and gapping) encouraged the hearer to find 

matching parallelism in implicatures. The hearer’s task is to find a set of contextual 

assumptions in which the facts that Mary came with Peter, Joan with Bob, and Lily 

with a sad smile on her face have identical or directly contrasting implicatures. 

Although the linguistic form of the utterance suggests a specific processing strategy to 

the hearer, this strategy may yield a variety of acceptable interpretations, for there is a 

whole range of ways in which the hearer could recover the required parallelism. For 

example, is Lily sad because, in contrast with Mary and Joan, she had no one to come 

with? Does Lily make a point of appearing alone and sad? Is Lily’s sad smile as 

familiar as the sight of the other couples? Do the others have anything to do with 
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Lily’s sad smile? In other words, this strategy leaves the hearer with a wider domain 

and a great deal of the responsibility in the interpretation process. 

It is not that the hearer has to decide which of a range of possible interpretations 

the speaker intended. Indeed, it seems that a hearer who interpreted (58) as conveying 

merely a specific proposition or set of propositions would miss out on much of its 

intended relevance. Thus in (59): 

 

(59) Mary came with Peter, Joan came with Bob, but Lily had no one to come 

with. 

 

It is not difficult to see that (59) does not capture the full meaning intended by the 

speaker of (58). However, it is rather more difficult to say what exactly it fails to 

capture. An impression, or an attitude? But both impressions and attitudes are very 

vague things. It is clear that such an account cannot be given by the traditional 

approach to communication, which assumes that the hearer’s task in utterance 

understanding is to identify a proposition (set of propositions) specifically intended by 

the speaker together with the speaker’s attitude towards that proposition (set of 

propositions). As have seen, whatever is conveyed by (58), it cannot be elucidated in 

terms of a specific proposition or propositional attitude. 

Some speakers do indeed produce utterances in the expectation that the hearer 

will recover a specific set of propositions, while others may produce an utterance with 
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no expectation at all about the way in which it will be understood. In between these 

two extremes there is a whole range of intermediate cases. For example, we 

considered examples in which the speaker may encourage a hearer to supply 

contextual assumptions of a certain type and thus to derive a certain type of 

conclusion, but not care which specific assumptions are supplied and which specific 

conclusions are derived. There may be a range of acceptable contexts and contextual 

effects for the hearer to choose from. The exact extent of the range will vary 

accordingly to how tightly the speaker constrains the hearer’s interpretation. A 

speaker who constrains the interpretation of his utterance so that the hearer takes very 

little responsibility in the choice of contextual assumptions and contextual effects is 

said to be engaging in strong communication. The greater the responsibility the hearer 

has in the selection of contextual assumptions and effects, the weaker the 

communication (Sperber & Wilson, 1986/1995: 59–60; Blakemore, 1992: 156–157). 

Poetic effects, as Sperber and Wilson claim, result from accessing a large array 

of very weak implicatures in the otherwise ordinary pursuit of relevance. Stylistic 

differences are just differences in the way relevance is achieved. One way in which 

styles may differ is in their greater or lesser reliance on poetic effects, just as they may 

differ in their greater or lesser reliance on implicatures and in the way they exploit the 

backgrounding and foregrounding of information in their explicatures. The effects of 
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repetition and parallelism on utterance interpretation are by no means constant. As the 

above examples show, a repetitive or parallel syntactic pattern does not invariably 

give rise to noticeable stylistic effects. The same is true of all the figures of style 

identified by classical rhetoric. 

 

2.2.5 Relevance and Storytelling 

In Relevance, Sperber and Wilson (1986/1995) discuss the representative 

examples and linguistic data chiefly from word, phrase, and sentence levels. They are 

mainly concerned with the arguments that delineated relevance–theoretical 

background, and hence without further touching its applications to the texts of 

storytelling and narratives. However, a number of relevance theorists have applied 

relevance–theoretic framework and worked on long texts involving poetic effects 

(Pilkington, 1991, 1992, 2000), irony (Blakemore, 1992; Chang, 2001), pictorial 

meanings (Forceville, 1994, 1998, 2005a, 2005b; Tanaka, 1994; Chang, 2007a, 2007b, 

2007e, 2009f, 2009g) and storytelling (Uchida, 1998; Chang, 2001, 2002a, 2002b, 

2005, 2006b, 2009d, 2009e). Their studies share important characteristics as 

frequently embraced within RT, first, the intended meanings are conveyed chiefly 

from processing the whole texts and visual images with overall evaluation, having 

been recognised as a large unit yet processed as a single texture. Secondly, under the 
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same story lines or frames, different audiences quite much have different readings and 

generally achieve their optimal relevance through a wide range of weak implicatures. 

Let us see an interesting example from Blakemore’s (1992: 165) analysis towards 

irony: 

  

(60) So let me have the rouge again, 

And comb my hair the curly way. 

The poor young men, the dear young men 

They’ll all be here by noon today. 

…… 

So bring my scarlet slippers, then, 

And fetch the powder puff to me. 

The dear young men, the poor young men — 

They think I’m only seventy. 

 

(Dorothy Parker, ‘Ninon de Lenclos, on her Last Birthday’) 

 

Generally, a reader cannot find the taste of irony without having processed the whole 

passage. As Blakemore (1992: 165) puts it, ‘Irony is not always restricted to a couple 

of lines or a single utterance. In many cases it extends over a whole poem or story, so 

that it is difficult to identify a single utterance which gives rise to the ironic effect. 

Many of Dorothy Parker’s stories and poems are ironic in this way.’ As the excerpt 

illustrated above, Parker is ridiculing the behaviour of an elderly woman who 

continues to behave like a young woman. And obviously it is the last two lines that 

contain the key to the irony. But their effect is to ensure that the reader understands 

the entire poem as ironic. 
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Storytelling has largely been employed in advertising, media discourse, and 

artistic creativity industry. In what follows, I will show how RT is applied to analyse 

long texts in the style of storytelling. I present two typical ads of storytelling from 

President Enterprises Corporation in Taiwan (Chang, 2002b), and one pop song from 

Jay Chou’s Fantasy World (Chang, 2002a, 2005, 2006b), as employed in commercial, 

cultural marketing and advertising campaigns to produce cognitive effects. Consider 

(61) first: 

 

(61)  

a. 嗜甜的越獄人 

 

b. 義大利口音的男人和同伴點了兩杯黑咖啡後，便把視線放在咖啡館的

大門，看著每一位進出的客人。 

c. 自從那位專盜Egon Schiele畫作的義大利畫賊，第四次越獄成功後，

人們特別留意身旁出現的義大利人，而我也不例外。 

d. 一刻鐘過去了！那兩人已飲下不少黑咖啡，視線仍停在大門，而眾人

也始終盯著他們。 

e. 又隔了一刻鐘，才進門的短髮男人便搶走所有人的目光。倒不是他也

有濃濃的義大利口音，而是他點了一桌的甜品。 

 

f. 「你被捕了！」喝黑咖啡的男人和同伴突然卡在他身後，「但，不急，

請慢慢享用！」等他把滿桌的甜品吃完，並代他結帳後，兩人才押著

他走出咖啡館大門。 

g. 經過一陣靜默，大家議論紛紛： 

h. 「為什麼畫賊專偷Egon Schiele的畫？」 

i. 「畫賊為什麼那麼愛吃甜食？」 

j. 「為何畫賊總是在同一家咖啡館被逮回牢裡？」 

 

La Gauche de la Seine  左岸咖啡館 

 

a. A jail-breaker with a sweet tooth 
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b. Ordering two black cafés, the guy with Italian accent and his partner 

stared at the Café’s gate, watching every customer in and out. 

c. Since the fourth time of successful jailbreak of the Italian thief, stealing 

solely Egon Schiele’s paintings, people paid extra attention to the Italians 

around them. So did I. 

d. One quarter being past, those two guys had taken a lot of black coffee and 

still looked at the gate. 

e. After another quarter, the new comer with short hair caught everybody’s 

attention, not because he got also heavy Italian accent, but because he 

ordered a whole table of desserts. 

 

f. ‘You are arrested!’ The guy having black café and his partner suddenly 

blocked behind him, ‘but, no hurry! Take your time and enjoy them.’ 

Waiting for his consuming all the desserts and paying the bill for him, the 

two men took him out of the Café’s gate. 

g. After silence a while, people chattered, 

h. ‘Why the painting thief only steals the works of Egon Schiele?’ 

i. ‘Why does that thief have such a sweet tooth?’ 

j. ‘Why does the thief always be arrested at the same Café?’ 

 

La Gauche de la Seine [President Enterprises Corp.] 

 

Café, like other foreign products, pizza, spaghetti, French wine or English tea, shapes 

fascinating images in its own right for Chinese and Oriental audience, e.g. elegance, a 

casual and tasteful lifestyle, which are in relation to the commodity attributes, foreign 

and faraway, but further being associated with its cultural aspects. The lexical entries 

and expressions of Italian people, accent, cafeteria, the paintings of Egon Schiele 

enhance the attractiveness about the images. Many people (including me) have never 

heard Egon Schiele, while with the help of the contexts and linguistic cues, we could 

know that he (or she) is at least an artist, a creator of painting, deriving the following 
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strong implicatures without affecting the success of communication: 

 

(62) Getting to know or like painting is kind of taste. 

Egon Schiele is (possibly) a (famous) painter.3 

A thief of paintings is somehow weird. 

 

Besides, from the last three utterances (61i–j), the three questions raised by the other 

customers at the Café could arouse the audience’s attention and make her get involved 

advanced processing, thus will give rise to a series of weak implicatures, as shown 

below: 

 

(63) A thief of paintings has some (higher) taste (though somehow weird). 

A thief of Egon Schiele’s paintings has (higher) taste. 

A thief steals solely Egon Schiele’s paintings signifies a kind of loyalty. 

A big sweet tooth (including Tiramisu?) represents a kind of ‘loyalty.’ 

A painting thief always coming in the same café is a kind of insistence. 

A painting thief always being arrested in the same café is a kind of 

insistence. 

A painting thief always being arrested in the same café is a kind of 

no-regret. 

[…] 

 

By using this communicative style — storytelling, like other figures of speech (Chang, 

2001), the speaker could leave a wide space of interpretation to the audience 

(accompanying larger responsibility at the same time). Moreover, he would not 

communicate only the strong implicatures in (62), for in that case he might directly 

express in another way to save her processing efforts, as shown in (64): 

                                                 
3 The words in parentheses represent further optional explanation for implicatures and are relative to 
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(64) Come to join us, have a café, with Italian flavour in an Italian (or French) 

atmosphere. 

 

As compared to the text of (61), except the propositional content, the audience could 

not infer any weak implicatures from (64). In (61f), the cops’ (unusual) kindness and 

generosity and paying for the thief completely soften the presumably intensive and 

pressing scenarios, and construct ‘respect’ and ‘harmony’ to certain extent. 

The main themes of ‘old friend,’ ‘belief,’ ‘faith,’ ‘perseverance’ and ‘optimism’ is 

more obvious in caption (65): 

 

(65)  

a. 上帝，彩票，盲樂師。 

 

b. 常在廣場演奏手風琴的盲樂師，輕易穿過交錯的街道，來到咖啡館。 

c. 他對咖啡館的熟悉，超出我的想像。 

d. 鄰桌一位好奇的客人向侍者打探盲樂師的來歷。 

e. 「27歲那年，隨馬戲團遊走各地的他，同往常一樣，在表演走鋼索前

沒有忘了向上帝禱告。 

f. 在眾人的注目下，才跨出一步，他便從鋼索上落下…」 

g. 侍者轉頭看著盲樂師，壓低聲音「就這樣失明了！」 

h. 侍者突然拿起一份晨報，快步地朝盲樂師走去。 

 

i. 盲樂師從呢絨帽中取出幾張彩票給侍者，侍者翻開晨報，熟練的為他

兌起獎來。經過一陣小聲交談，盲樂師慎重的收起彩票，露出笑容，

侍者為他披上大衣，點了根煙給他。 

j. 沒多久後他拿起手風琴，奏起快板的布雷舞曲，喜孜孜地步出咖啡

館。和進來時一樣，沒有碰撞到任何桌椅。 

k. 侍者回到好奇的客人桌前，繼續未完的話題： 

l. 「那次意外後，他開始買彩票，而且一買就是三十年。 

m. 三十年來他未曾中過一張彩票，今天也不例外。 

                                                                                                                                            
‘degree;’ whereas a square bracket with dots inside […] means the indeterminacy of implicatures. 
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n. 但！他始終樂觀，因為他總說…『上帝欠我一次。』」 

 

La Gauche de la Seine  左岸咖啡館 

 

a. God, Lottery, Blind Musician 

 

b. Frequently playing piano accordion at the piazza, the blind musician 

walked through the street easily and came into the Café. 

c. His familiarity with the Café went beyond my imagination. 

d. A curious customer of the next table tried to dig something about the 

musician from the waiter. 

e. ‘As aged 27, travelling with his circus everywhere, he prayed as usual 

before performing ‘walking on the string.’’ 

f. In front of the audience’s entire gaze, with only one step, he fell down 

from the steel string…’ 

g. The waiter took a look at the musician, ‘and getting blind!’ 

h. The waiter suddenly took a morning post, walking fast to the musician. 

 

i. The blind musician took a couple of lotteries from his woolen hat and 

handed them to the waiter. The waiter opened the pages of post, skillfully 

checking the numbers for him. After a little while of their whispering, the 

blind musician took up his lotteries cautiously, smiled. The waiter put him 

on his coat n’ lit him up a cigarette. 

j. Shortly the musician took his accordion and played quick tempo music, 

joyfully walking out of the Café. Still the same as he’d entered, he left 

without touching any table or chair. 

k. The waiter was back to the customer of curiosity, continuing their topic. 

l. ‘After that incident, he started buying lottery, and has been for thirty 

years. 

m. He never won any lottery, with no exception today. 

n. However, he is always keeping pessimistic, for he always says, “God 

owes me once.”’ 

 

La Gauche de la Seine [President Enterprises Corp.] 

 

The background information about the blind musician, a member of a circus and 

playing piano accordion represent a profession and one picture of western cultures, 
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although these jobs are phased at a lower social level.4 From the reaction of the 

Easterner in (65c), we can regard it as an echoic element or an attributed thought 

(Sperber & Wilson, 1986/1995: 241; Blakemore, 1992): 

 

(66) The speaker believes that a blind is not convenient in daily life. 

The speaker believes that a blind is supposed to be with some difficulties in 

getting somewhere. 

 

In recognition of irony (Sperber & Wilson, 1986/1995; Wilson & Sperber, 1992; 

Blakemore, 1992), it demands an echoic element or an attributed thought and, the 

other part, the speaker’s attitude of mockery or rejection. However, from the text and 

context here, it seems that we could not treat the speaker’s attitude as mockery, and 

hence without ironic effect. The lexical items, crossing through easily, familiarity, 

skillful, without touching table/chair, strengthen the conceptual frame of old friend, 

while buying lottery for having been thirty years encoding again the information of 

faith, belief, hope and perseverance. 

Likewise, from the perspective of social metaphor, the relations between the 

(leading) actors and the Café could also be viewed as the relations between consumers 

and advertiser. The frames of loyalty and old friends are well described in a touching 

way and a soft tone, remote but familiar, along with those viewpoints towards life, 

vaguely encouraging the audience looking on the bright side of life. Or, at least, they 

                                                 
4 Having previously studied in Lisboa, I’d really got some experiences to see blind musician playing 
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render a site of self-examination for the audience: 

 

(67) A blind musician can be so brave, optimistic, joyful and faithful, how about 

you and us? 

Never ever give it up, always live with hope. 

Come to La Gauche de la Seine. 

The café La Gauche de la Seine is here with you. 

The café La Gauche de la Seine is always by your side. 

The café La Gauche de la Seine is faithful to you. 

The café La Gauche de la Seine is a sincere friend of yours. 

The café La Gauche de la Seine gives you real taste (of life). 

The café La Gauche de la Seine, buy it, and try. 

[…] 

It is remote because an Easterner of the scenes and the plots in Western sites narrates 

the story. It is familiar because those value structures with which the audience is quite 

become involved through the influx of mass media into her daily life. It makes the 

audience feel it touching because the story expresses humanistic concern, which, 

having either been long lost, forgotten or disappeared, seems particularly precious in a 

busy, money-oriented society of chiefly focusing on efficiency, effectiveness, and 

speed of work and life. 

Next in (68) I will illustrate a pop song by the Chinese singer Jay Chou, which 

best captured the family ties, family structure, and patriarchic authority, interweaving 

domestic violence and an appeal to reason in a negative, rebellious tone, reflecting 

one of the most social concerns both diachronically and synchronically: 

 

                                                                                                                                            
piano accordion at metro stations. Undoubtedly, it’s totally novel to me! 
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(68) 爸  我回來了 

a. 我聽說通常在戰爭後就會換來和平  為什麼我看到我的爸爸一直

打我的媽媽 

b. 就因為喝醉酒他就能拿我媽出氣  我真的看不下去  以為我[較細

漢] 

c. 從小到大只有媽媽的溫暖  為什麼我爸爸那麼兇 

d. 如果真的我有一雙翅膀兩雙翅膀  隨時出發偷偷出發我一定帶我

媽走 

e. 從前的教育  別人的家庭  別人的爸爸  種種的暴力因素一定都

會有原因 

f. 但是呢  媽跟我都沒有錯  虧我叫你一聲爸 

g. 爸  我回來了 

h. [不要再這樣打我媽媽]  我說的話[你甘會聽] 

i. [不要再這樣打我媽媽]  難道你手不會痛嗎 

j. 其實我回家就想要阻止一切  讓家庭回到過去甜甜溫馨的歡樂香

味 

k. 雖然這是我編造出來的事實  有點諷刺有點酸性 

l. 但他卻在這快樂社會產生共鳴  產生共鳴 

m. 來阻止一切暴力  眼淚隨著音符吸入血液情緒 

n. 從小到大你叫我學習你把你當榜樣  好多的假象 

o. 媽媽常說乖聽你爸的話 

p. 你叫我怎麼跟你像  [你走開] 

q. [不要再這樣打我媽媽]  我說的話[你甘會聽] 

r. [不要再這樣打我媽媽]  難道你手不會痛嗎 

s. 12345678  12345678 我叫你爸  你打我媽  這樣對嗎  幹嘛這樣 

t. 何必讓酒牽鼻子走  瞎  說都說不聽  痛是我們在痛 痛 

 

Father, I am home 

a. I heard that in general after war, there comes peace, why I always see 

my father hitting my mom? 

b. Just because of drunken, he can dump negative feelings on my mom. 

Really I couldn’t tolerate any longer, he thinks that I’m [T pretty young 

T]5. 

c. Since childhood, I only have mom’s warmth, but why my father is so 

fierce? 

d. If I really have one or two pairs of wings, I'll take mom to go anytime 

in silence. 

                                                 
5 The notation [T…T] represents the words are pronounced in Taiwanese. 
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e. Old-fashioned education, others’ families, others’ fathers, all sorts of 

violence must have their reasons. 

f. However, well, mom and I didn’t make mistakes, it’s a shame to call 

you father. 

g. Father I’m home. 

h. [T Never ever hit my mom like that T], [T will you listen to T] what I 

said. 

i. [T Never ever hit my mom like that T], don’t you feel your hands hurt? 

j. Actually as I go home, just wanna block everything so as to back to the 

past of sweet warmth and enjoyable flavour. 

k. Although this is a fictitious fact that I made, a little bit of irony, a little 

bit of acid, 

l. It draws attention in this happy society, also generates echo. 

m. Come on to stop all violence, the tears were absorbed in blood with 

music notes. 

n. Since I was a child, you asked me to learn and to view you as a model. 

So many illusions and false impressions. 

o. Mommy frequently said that, “Be good, listen to your father’s words.” 

p. How could I do in your way to resemble you? [GO AWAY! (said by 

father)] 

q. [T Never ever hit my mom like that T], [T will you listen to T] what I 

said. 

r. [T Never ever hit my mom like that T], don’t you feel your hands hurt? 

s. 12345678  12345678  I call you father, you beat my mother. Is that 

right? Why that? 

t. Why you’d rather be manipulated by alcohol? It is us that are suffering, 

suffering… 

 

Utterances (68b–c) clearly express that many families have felt and experienced since 

a long time ago and until even now, an (imaginative) audience is invited to spell out a 

lot of weak implicatures: 

 

(69) (Chinese/Oriental) Men’s personalities are (sociostereotypically) more or 

less associated with Chauvinism. 

(Chinese/Oriental) Men usually spend much time on their jobs and careers. 
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Chinese (/Oriental) women are warm-hearted, obedient, and less 

independent (more dependent on men). 

Chinese (/Oriental) women usually spend lots of time on their families. 

Chinese (/Oriental) women usually have closer relations with their children. 

Thank God, (at least) He gave me a mom who loves me so much, though 

lacking daddy’s love. 

Where were you then, dad? 

What does ‘new good man’ mean? 

[…] 

 

A father possesses more power and is the lord amongst the members in a Chinese 

traditional family where the younger generation is disciplined to be (entirely) obedient 

and to respect father, however the father might be, as illustrated in this song. Most of 

this text ironically depicts the young generation’s voice, invites and persuades the 

audience to get involved in those scenes to produce ironical effects, questioning those 

longstanding conventional social norms, and challenging the power of a patriarchic 

society. (68a–f, i, n–o, r–s) display certain degrees of irony (based on different 

readers’ response), which requires two crucial parts, as mentioned earlier, an echoic 

element or an attributed thought, and the speaker’s attitude of rejection or mockery 

(Sperber & Wilson, 1986/1995: 241), as demonstrated below: 

 

(70) Echoic elements or attributed thoughts 

The speaker believes that a father should not keep on hitting his wife. 

The speaker believes that a child should receive the love from mom and dad, 

both. 

The speaker believes that a father should be a (good, normal, fantastic, 

excellent) role model in a family. 
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(71) Attitude of rejection 

How could I accept that “behave, listen to your father,” in accordance with 

your misbehaviour? 

How would I behave like you, regarding you as a norm, to fight, to drink, 

and like your violence? 

Why are you abnormally led by alcohol? It is neither a good way to solve 

problems nor a way to be a role model. 

 

(72) Attitude of mockery 

It is ridiculous that my father keeps on hitting my mother. (With the 

supportive echo of the first utterance in (68a)) 

It is strange why I’d only received mother’s love without father’s one. 

It is weird that I call you father, but you frequently/always hit mother. 

Funny how that you’re always so violent towards us non-wrongdoers, while 

I still called you ‘father!’ 

Is it hurt on your hands while you keep on hitting us? 

 

These arguments are not only in attempts to reflect and support the target audience 

(e.g. the youngsters) by the singer’s salient intention, but also try to persuade the 

potential one (e.g. the senior generation, relevant institutions) to pay more attention 

on these problems. By using this communicative strategy, posing a ‘righteous 

rebellion’ against the social problems (e.g. drugs, alcohol, gambling, domestic 

violence), the frame of harmony, one of the most important Chinese value structures, 

could be aroused from family level to societal level. The group identity via friend’s 

rapport may be constructed and/or deconstructed, followed by the pluralism built into 

the (popular) culture. The code mixing of Taiwanese aims to produce an indigenous 

sphere so as to attract larger audience. It challenges, implicitly, indirectly and vaguely, 

the long-established educational system and language policy. To be No.1 in all exams 
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and competitions is most important; Mandarin is standard, national language and 

denotes high taste and high culture, Taiwanese is only a dialect, non-standard, 

formerly forbidden in public and regarded as low taste and low culture. Furthermore, 

the repetitions of never ever hit my mom like that (68h–i, q–r) is to be justified to 

initiate poetic effects under developing and expanding the context: 

 

(73) Please listen to our helpless voice, dad. 

We can talk each other, but don’t be violent. 

I respect you, I call you father, please don’t hit mother. 

Don’t make us heart-broken. 

Wipe our tears away. Don’t make us cry (any more). 

Don’t hurt each other, please. 

Don’t force us to leave home. 

Let’s (go back and) start all over again to build a warm family. 

A warm family could well be ruined by a father’s violence. 

A warm family can bring a society harmony, positive influence and make 

improvements. 

A warm family is healthy and precious. 

 

The background music of thunder and rain enhances the sadness, innocence, 

helplessness and silent struggle: Don’t make us live a shadow, gloomy life with horror; 

Don’t bring us fear and sorrow; Don’t throw us to despair; What we expect is just a 

normal, delightful, peaceful life with your love, dad. As the image of ‘new good man’ 

has been highly promoted, this song sounds especially sarcastic and touching. When 

you feel getting closer, the distance is shortened between you and the product, the 

songs, the singer, the selling motive. As being Easterners, we ourselves can 
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experience the familiar value (of harmony or involvement [renqingwei]) and catch the 

epitome of current lifestyle. It not only makes us, through these vivid background 

knowledge and cognitive environment, feel sharing our voices with a considerate 

friend, but constructs more effectively the popular frames via the take-for-granted life 

experiences with empathy. 

By telling stories to shelter stronger measures and claims in political campaigns 

(Chang, 2001), commercial advertising (Chang, 2000a, 2000b, 2002b) and cultural 

innovation industry (Chang, 2000c, 2002a, 2005, 2006b) to shift voter and buyer’s 

concern, leading directly the audience to a different track of thinking, is another 

linguistic strategy — ‘macro–level hedging’ (Chang, 2001: 62, 66). The audience will 

be led to another domain of interpretation supplied by the story lines, and is at least 

encouraged not to focus on the candidate’s or advertiser’s motive. This is evidenced 

by the data analysed above. Vaguely communicating the importance of friends’ 

rapport and other ideological loadings (for someone perhaps it’s a feel of ‘home’), this 

story places special emphasis on harmony, bringing peace to the severe competition in 

mass media and modern society. 

As exemplified in these stories above, we can see the social and cultural 

significance of language use in advertising without ostensibly communicating any 

selling motives concerning commercial marketing, or in music discourse without 
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overtly communicating the strong wordings and offense. We are now to turn to the 

next section regarding critical observation of discourse, which is closely related to the 

sociocultural function and language use, and constitutes another concern in our 

combinatory approach. 

 

2.3 Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) 

As have seen, the current study is an attempt to combine relevance theory (RT) 

and critical discourse analysis (CDA). This is a novel approach, which reflects the 

fact that pragmatic features are not the most common topic of sociolinguistic studies 

and that RT is a fairly recent theory of communication. That such a combinatory 

approach can be fruitful (cf. Toolan, 1996; Andersen, 2001: 20) is implied by the 

comment which Sperber and Wilson conclude in their Postface to the second edition 

of Relevance: 

 

There are many other aspects of relevance theory that we would like to 

see developed, and that we or others have begun working on in articles 

and unpublished lectures. Many involve local revisions of the version 

of the theory presented in this book. Some open new perspectives that 

may turn out to be more important in the general balance of the theory 

than the present revisions. 

[…] Interesting applications of the theory to literary studies 

suggest that it might be of some relevance, more generally, in the study 

of various cultural productions……Two important and related domains 

have hardly been explored at all from a relevance–theoretic perspective: 

the theory has been developed from the point of view of the audience 
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of communicative acts, and without taking into account the complex 

sociological factors richly studied by sociolinguistics. The cognitive 

processes at work in the communicator, and the social character and 

context of communication are, of course, essential to the wider picture, 

to the study of which we hope relevance theory can contribute, and 

from which it stands greatly to benefit. (Sperber & Wilson, 1995: 

278–279) 

 

As so envisaged by Sperber and Wilson, this study investigates, aside from linguistic 

pragmatic analysis, firstly, those interesting applications of the (relevance) theory to 

literary pragmatic studies and media communication that it might be of some 

relevance, more generally, in the study of various cultural productions. Secondly, it 

explores the social character and context of communication, which are essential to the 

wider picture with better understanding and to the study to which RT can contribute, 

and from which it stands greatly to benefit (Sperber & Wilson, 1995: 278–279). 

Thirdly, it takes into account to a certain extent the complex sociological and cultural 

factors richly studies by CDA and further examines the sociocultural contexts to see 

the inseparable relationship between language use and social function, the major 

concern of critical linguists (Fairclough, 1989, 1995a, 1995b): 

 

It is an approach which is, I believe, suitable for use in the sort of 

research into social and cultural change […] What in particular makes 

it suitable for such work is that it foregrounds links between social 

practice and language, and the systematic investigation of connections 

between the nature of social processes and properties of language 

texts……It is moreover a ‘critical’ approach to discourse analysis in 

the sense that it sets out to make visible through analysis, and to 
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criticize, connections between properties of texts and social processes 

and relations (ideologies, power relations) which are generally not 

obvious to people who produce and interpret those texts, and whose 

effectiveness depends upon this opacity. (Fairclough, 1995b: 96–97) 

 

In view of relevance framework lacking sociocultural considerations with regard to 

language use, whilst CDA without resort to cognitive processing, an integrational 

approach is indispensably required (Toolan, 1996; Andersen, 2001). We thus bring 

together RT and CDA to apply in the present study. 

In the next chapter, we will examine some previous studies embedded in (or 

related to) relevance–theoretic framework together with their applications of RT to the 

analyses of poetic effects, advertising language, rap songs, and the modifications and 

revisions of RT. 
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