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CHAPTER 3 

REVIEW OF THE LITERATURE 

 

Before we move forwards to the Purpose and Methodology (Chapter 4) and the 

analyses of Elite’s print ads incorporating emotions into poetic effects and storytelling 

(Chapter 5), this chapter will examine some previous relevance–based studies. These 

include Pilkington (1992, 1994, 2000) on poetic effects; Tanaka (1992, 1994) on 

metaphor, pun, and image of women in British and Japanese advertising language; 

Chen (1998) on the speaker–audience relationship in ostensive communication by 

analysing Jutoupi’s rap songs; Chen (2000) on pun, metaphor and visual image in 

Chinese advertisements. We then present newer modifications to relevance theoretical 

framework (Noveck & Sperber, 2006) with regard to the promising experimental 

studies testing relevance–theoretic hypotheses (cf. Sperber & Wilson, 1995: 278). 

Lastly, we discuss and evaluate the studies of Chen and Chen (Section 3.6.1), 

Pilkington and Tanaka (Section 3.6.2) in two separate sections. 
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3.1 Pilkington, Adrian (1991, 1992, 2000) 

Pilkington offers a pragmatic account of the effects achieved by the poetic use of 

rhetorical tropes and schemes. He contributes to the pragmatics of poetic style by 

developing work on stylistic effects in RT. He also contributes to literary studies by 

proposing a new theoretical account of literariness in terms of mental representations 

and mental processes. He outlines the theory of verbal communication developed 

within RT that supports an explanatory account of poetic effects and a new account of 

literariness. This is followed by a broader discussion of philosophical and 

psychological issues having a bearing on the question of what is expressed 

non-propositionally in literary communication. The discussion of emotion, qualitative 

experience and, more specifically, aesthetic experience provides a fuller 

characterisation of poetic effects and ‘poetic thought.’ 

Pilkington focuses his analysis on metaphor and repetition, which underlie the 

cognitive effects of poetic force in language use. For repetition (saying it again), he 

uses the following quotation (Alexander Smith, 1835) as a good illustration: 

 

‘“My son Absalom” is an expression of precisely similar import to “my 

brother Dick,” or “my uncle Toby,” not a whit more poetical than 

either of these, in which there is assuredly no poetry. It would be 

difficult to say that “oh! Absalom, my son, my son,” is not poetry; yet 

the grammatical and verbal import of the words is exactly the same in 

both cases. The interjection “oh,” and the repetition of the words “my 

son,” add nothing whatever to the meaning; but they have the effect of 
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making words which are otherwise but the intimation of a fact, the 

expression of an emotion of exceeding depth and interest, and thus 

render them eminently poetical.’ 

 

This passage makes some nice points about the poetic use of repetition. Although 

having the same ‘grammatical and verbal import,’ they make the same contribution to 

truth conditions, we might say, as the simpler ‘my son Absalom,’ it clearly expresses 

more. As one processes ‘Absalom…’ a set of contextual assumptions is made 

accessible, including in this case assumption (74): 

 

(74) Absalom is the son of David. 

 

For the next stage of interpretation, ‘…my son…’ the assumptions attached to ‘son’ 

are activated further, and especially assumptions concerning the relationship between 

the speaker –David– and his son. The repetition of the phrase ‘my son’ encourages 

still further exploration of context that is already activated, the making more salient of 

already weakly manifest assumptions. ‘Absalom,’ ‘Absalom, my son,’ and ‘Absalom, 

my son, my son’ all give access to the same information. In the latter case, however, 

many more assumptions to do with David’s relationship to and feelings for his son are 

implicated as a result of this repetition. Context is explored much more thoroughly 

than is the case like: ‘A: Drink? B: I’m a Mormon.’ A context already activated is 

activated further and more of the assumptions forming this context are actually 

entertained. 
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For the discussion of metaphor, a language use which might seem to require a 

more extensive search for context, from a relevance view, Pilkington mentions 

metaphorical use is seen in relation to a literalness–looseness continuum. Looseness is 

defined in terms of formal and logical resemblance between the propositional form of 

an utterance and the propositional form of the thought of the speaker. Propositional 

forms can resemble each other to greater or lesser degree; utterances can, therefore, be 

said to be more or less loose. Literalness, in this view, ‘is simply maximal 

resemblance, and enjoys no privileged status’ (Sperber & Wilson, 1987: 708). The 

following exchange illustrates the notion of loose talk (Pilkington, 1991: 54–55): 

 

(75) Peter: How much do you earn? 

Mary: £800 a month. 

 

Mary’s utterance would be loose if Mary actually earned £797.39 a month and she 

recalls this amount. In normal circumstances the speaker aiming at achieving optimal 

relevance would judge it to be not worth the hearer’s while to exert the extra effort of 

processing ‘£797.39’ when the same contextual effects in terms of assumptions about 

spending power, standard of living, etc., can be obtained more easily from processing 

‘£800’ in an utterance whose propositional form resembles that of the speaker’s 

thought. It is the drive to optimise relevance that guides interpretation, not the 

assumption of literalness. Literalness is just one possible way of optimising relevance. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y

73 
 

 

Metaphorical use of language is similar to such examples of loose talk: the 

propositional form of the utterance resembles rather than reproduces the propositional 

form of the speaker’s thought. Consider (64) (Pilkington 1991: 55–56): 

 

(76) Sally is a block of ice. 

 

Most pragmatists would seek an explanation for the interpretation of (76) by first of 

all decoding a literal meaning and then trying to work out a rule or principle for 

deriving the intended meaning from the literal meaning (Searle, 1979; Grice, 1975). 

Such a sentence thus flouts the maxim of Quality (truthfulness) on the literal level (the 

level of what is said). This maxim would be used as a premise in the inferential 

process of deriving the intended meaning. However, from the discussion of loose talk, 

the RT view would not require a rule or principle to operate on an initial literal 

interpretation, in this example, involving blocks of ice called Sally. The propositional 

form of this utterance would be seen as resembling the propositional form of the 

speaker’s thought. The interpretation of (76) involves bringing together the 

encyclopaedic entries of ‘Sally’ and ‘block of ice’ to create a range of contextual 

implications most of which will be rejected as contradictory. These is probably no 

single strong implicature that can be accessed, but a range of less-than strong 

implicatures to do with Sally being very reserved, unemotional, difficult to form a 

relationship with, etc. deriving such a range of weak implicatures would ensure the 
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relevance of (76). In brief, metaphor ‘requires no special interpretative abilities or 

procedures: it is a natural outcome of some very general abilities and procedures used 

in verbal communication’ (Sperber & Wilson, 1986/1995: 237). 

Pilkington defines ‘poetic metaphors’ as those that typically achieve their 

relevance through the accessing of a very wide range of weak implicatures (Pilkington, 

1991: 55). The wider the range and the weaker the implicatures the more poetic the 

metaphor, and the more responsibility the audience has to take to access them. One 

might say that a greater imaginative commitment is required of the audience. 

Consider the following remark made by Flaubert of the poet Leconte de Lisle 

(Sperber & Wilson, 1986/1995: 237; also in Tanaka, 1994: 87–88): 

 

(77) Son encre est pale. ‘His ink is pale.’ 

 

Here there are no strong assumptions to the truth of which Flaubert can be said to 

have committed himself. The considerable processing effort involved in searching for 

contexts against which implicatures can be identified is offset by the vast range of 

implicatures that are accessible. The context is extended through exploring the 

encyclopaedic entries of the concepts ‘ink’ and ‘pale.’ The entry for ink might include 

information such as: 

 

(78) One uses ink when writing by hand. 
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The entry for handwriting might include: 

 

(79) Handwriting is often taken as an indication of character. 

 

Within this context one might arrive at assumptions of the form: 

 

(80) Leconte de Lisle’s character is ‘pale.’ 

 

After exploration of ‘pale’ one might obtain implicatures such as: 

 

(81) Leconte de Lisle’s character is weak. 

 

Many other steps have been passed over but the general process should be clear. Other 

implicatures would include: 

 

(82) Leconte de Lisle’s writing lacks contrasts. 

Leconte de Lisle’s writing may fade. 

Leconte de Lisle’s poetry is weak. 

Leconte de Lisle’s writings will not last. 

Leconte de Lisle does not put his whole heart into his work. 

 

There are an indefinite number of further impicatures one could add to (81) and the 

list in (82), all of which would be weak in the sense described, and there is no cut-off 

point that allows us to say that so many implicautres are communicated and no more. 

But it is the range and the indeterminateness and shared responsibility of the 

implicatures that give the metaphor its poetic force. 

These factors explain why it is that metaphors, especially poetic metaphors, can 
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never be adequately translated or paraphrased. They explain why one person’s 

interpretation can differ from another’s. They also answer Levinson’s (1983) claim 

that pragmatic accounts fail to explain the motivation or the expressive power of 

metaphor. This discussion of poetic effects can be extended to those symbols or 

images, generally found in literature, whose effects are ‘vague’ or ‘connotative.’ 

Symbols are poetic in so far as they weakly implicate a wide range of assumptions in 

the manner described above for poetic metaphor. 

Pilkington examines the controversy concerning the interpretation of a particular 

poem (Pilkington, 1991: 57). He notes that two different readers of poetry could 

disagree quite much about the meaning of what might appear at first sight not to be a 

particularly obscure poem. One might argue that poems are by nature ambiguous, 

open to different interpretations. If this were so, would it not be the case that the 

search for optimal relevance would lead reader to privilege one of these possible 

interpretations over the others? Pilkington claims that responses to poetry will never 

be absolutely identical, because cognitive environments are never identical. But 

responses to poems can be more or less successful, some readings and interpretations 

are richer than others, and the fun is in solving the problem the poet sets using clues 

that are linguistic, symbolic or metaphoric. 

He also points out, concerning the ambiguous nature of poetry, it is important 
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that a poem does not offer a set of determinate alternative meanings to choose from. 

Images, symbols and metaphors within the poem interact to make manifest a vast 

range of weak implicatures. Individual readers will not access all the same 

implicatures or the same number of implicatures. But if they were responding to the 

poem in the most appropriate way, they would not isolate one or a small set of these 

implicatures and privilege them above the others. Thus, it would be a distortion for 

the utterance in (77) Flaubert intended one and only one of the implicatures listed in 

(82). To search for relevance in poems, which often require an inordinate amount of 

processing effort, one needs to look for very extensive cognitive effects. And if, after 

detective work, poems can only produce straightforward statements then they cannot 

be said to be relevant in the technical or everyday sense of the word. A poem is 

written and read for its value, which derives from its poetic effects, and a poem is 

successful and has value to the extent that it communicates poetic effects. Poets often 

have to sacrifice ‘decency’ —making their poems easily accessible— to ‘accuracy,’ 

meaning accuracy in putting ‘feelings into words,’ or accuracy in communicating 

poetic effects (Blakemore, 1992: 172–173). This is exactly the case how the 

advertising language is used by Eslite to richly communicate emotions and implicit 

meanings, as will be demonstrated in Chapter 5. 

Pilkington argues that all literary theories need to be grounded in theories of 
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verbal communication and that RT is descriptively and explanatorily more adequate 

as a general linguistic pragmatic theory than any of the theories of verbal 

communication assumed, either explicitly or implicitly, by literary theories so far. The 

RT account of poetic effects offers the best theory available of literary communication. 

It offers an explanation of ‘value’ and is used to support the argument that ‘evaluation’ 

should play the central role in literary theory and literary criticism. Also, the RT 

account of poetic effects can form the basis of a theoretical literary pragmatics, and, 

perhaps, once more allow the literary critic to become the poet’s ally in his struggle 

with the philosophers (Pilkington, 1991: 60–61). 

Like Pilkington, in arguing that RT account of poetic effects offers the best 

theory available of literary communication, Tanaka (1992, 1994) holds the same view 

that RT serves as the best theory in such persuasive communication as advertising, 

and applied RT to the analyses of advertising language, to which I will now turn. 

 

3.2 Tanaka, Keiko (1992, 1994) 

In this section we present Tanaka’s (1992, 1994) analyses in her work, and will 

discuss Tanaka’s contributions to RT together with Pilkington’s arguments and 

contributions in Section 3.6.2. 

Tanaka is the first relevance theorist who adopted RT in analysing advertising 
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language. She analyses the written advertising language in Britain and Japan within 

the framework of pragmatics, and explains how communication occurs between 

advertiser and audience. She investigates the nature of communication, how it is 

achieved, and the prominent aspects of communication in advertising language, also 

examines the ways advertisers use language to gain and retain the attention of their 

audience, with particular emphasis on puns and metaphors. She also takes a closer 

look at images of women in Japanese advertising and uses relevance–theoretic 

framework to contrast British and Japanese advertisements, subsequently revealing 

penetrating insights into these two cultures. 

Tanaka first introduces advertising and communication with some semiotic 

approaches (based on the assumption that communication is achieved by encoding 

and decoding a message) and linguistic approaches. She argues that previous 

advertising studies have not dealt adequately with context within which an audience 

processes an ad, for they have relied too much on ‘system of signs’ in the text. Tanaka 

presents an approach to utterance interpretation based on RT, which serves as the 

theoretical foundation for her analysis of various aspects of advertising thereafter. She 

examines communication and inference, ostensive–inferential communication, 

standards in communication, relevance and cognition, implicatures, the determination 

of context, and loose talk. 
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Tanaka discusses audience manipulation through covert communication, which 

is contrasted with ostensive communication, and lies at the heart of Sperber and 

Wilson’s analysis of communication. ‘Covert communication’ is a response to 

interrelated problems which advertisers face in their task of persuading or influencing. 

Advertisers wish to avoid taking social responsibility or negative social reactions, 

which may arise in response to certain aspects and problematic elements of their ads, 

such as the exploitation of sex and snobbery. Tanaka’s arguments give a prominence 

to a type of communication in which two involved parties are typically unequal. 

Forceville (1994, 1998, 2005a, 2005b) nicely complements this point in studies of the 

visual aspect of covert communication in advertising. 

Sperber and Wilson’s analysis focuses on the form of communication that they 

call ostensive–inferential, which is defined as follows: 

 

(83) Ostensive–inferential communication 

The communicator produces a stimulus which makes it mutually manifest 

to communicator and audience that the communicator intends, by means of 

this stimulus, to make manifest or more manifest to the audience a set of 

assumptions {I}. (Sperber & Wilson, 1986/1995: 63) 

 

Ostensive–inferential communication is by definition ‘overt’ (Sperber & Wilson, 

1986/1995: 30) because it involves mutual manifestness. When the speaker’s 

informative intention is not made mutually manifest, Sperber and Wilson argue that 

genuine ostensive, or overt, communication does not occur. However, the distinction 
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between informative intention and communicative intention is also of crucial 

significance in characterising covert communication. ‘Ostention’ consists of the 

revelation of two layers of information: informative intention and communicative 

intention. The initial layer is the information the speaker points out to the hearer. The 

second layer consists of the speaker indicating that he has intentionally pointed out 

the first piece of information to the hearer. These two types of intention are defined as 

follows: 

 

(84) Informative intention: to make manifest or more manifest to the audience a 

set of assumptions {I}. (Sperber & Wilson, 1986/1995: 58) 

 

(85) Communicative intention: to make it mutually manifest to audience and 

communicator that the communicator has this informative intention {I}. 

(Sperber & Wilson, 1986/1995: 61) 

 

Bencherif and Tanaka (1987) have used the notion of covert information transmission 

as a basis to elaborate the idea of ‘covert communication.’ They sum up the difference 

between ostensive and covert communication as follows (Tanaka, 1994: 41): 

 

(86) Ostensive communication: an overt form of communication where there is, 

on the part of the speaker, an intention to alter the mutual cognitive 

environment of the speaker and the hearer. 

 

(87) Covert communication: a case of communication where the intention of the 

speaker is to alter the cognitive environment of the hearer, i.e. to make a set 

of assumptions more manifest to her, without making this intention 

mutually manifest. 
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Since in this study Eslite always attempts to make the audience ignore that he is trying 

to sell her something, it is important to present the notions here. In advertising, covert 

communication is employed for two main purposes. At a very general level, the 

advertiser constantly tries to make the addressee forget that he is selling her 

something. In this type of covert communication, the advertiser intends to 

communicate something to his audience, without making mutually manifest the 

identity of the speaker. The second purpose of covert communication is to avoid 

taking responsibility for the social consequences of certain implications arising from 

ads (e.g. tantalising sexual innuendo). Not surprisingly, advertising is typical of a 

situation in which the speaker is not trustworthy and the hearer is not trusting. It is 

mutually manifest to both the advertiser and his addressee that the advertiser is saying 

something because he wants her to buy a product or service. The advertiser’s task is to 

make her believe something about a product without her trusting in him, or, indeed, 

despite her distrusting him. This leads to a variety of strategies on the part of the 

advertiser. Covert communication is one of these strategies, and others, namely pun, 

metaphor, and the images of women, are explored subsequently. 

Tanaka examines the use of pun in advertising and suggested that humour, more 

specifically punning, is one way in which the advertiser attempts to improve social 

relations with his audience. Analysing pun involves considerations of ambiguity and 
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gives an opportunity to reexamine fundamental properties of communication. Punning 

is at first sight problematic for RT, in that the interpretation first triggered by an 

utterance is not the one intended by the communicator. However, she explains how 

the audience rejects the first interpretation and goes on to retrieve the second 

interpretation, guided by the search for optimal relevance. 

Concerning metaphor, which is abundantly employed in both British and 

Japanese advertising, Tanaka (1994: 89) emphasises: 

 

The notion of weak communication is important for the indeterminate 

nature of metaphors and the way in which they are processed by the 

hearer. The hearer’s comprehension of an utterance, that is the 

assumptions that she infers from it, may not be limited to those which 

the speaker specifically intended her to recover. She may recover some 

implications which she infers on her own responsibility. (Tanaka, 1994: 

89) 

 

In the two extremes of metaphors (see also Charteris–Black, 2004), conventional or 

standardised metaphors encourage the audience to recover a narrow range of strong 

implicatures. At the other end are ‘creative metaphors’ (Sperber & Wilson, 1986/1995: 

236), which propose an unusual or unexpected correspondence between words or 

expressions. Creative metaphors invite the audience to recover a wide range of weak 

implicatures, just as the advertising language of Eslite, which require the audience’s 

more imagination on her own responsibility, arouse audience’s attention much easier 

and will be retained longer in audience’s memory due to heavier processing effort. 
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The audience will thus feel closer to the addresser. 

Finally, Tanaka examines the image of women in advertising and aimed to 

contribute to the subject with the aid of RT. She focuses on the ways in which the 

meanings of certain key words and concepts are extended and altered in ads that target 

women. The relevance concepts of ‘loose talk’ and ‘loose understanding’ are 

employed for this purpose. ‘Intelligence,’ ‘individualism’ and ‘feminism’ are three 

words frequently used in relation to women in advertising. She concentrates on what, 

and how, these words communicate in ads, and explores the social values revealed by 

her analysis. These Japanese magazines that Tanaka chose and analysed all have 

Western titles, reflecting a strong cultural influence from the West. Somehow the use 

of the three key words is not directly derived from Western usage. In this study of 

Eslite’s advertising language, we also discuss the gender issues like feminine 

awakening. As compared to Tanaka’s analyses, the styles and expressions of Eslite’s 

ads associated with the image of women are far more delicate and indirect. 

Tanaka’s study evaluates some of the basic assumptions of RT, and applies the 

theory to analyse advertising language. Her analyses shed new light on some of the 

assumptions of RT, also contributing to an overall understanding of the style of 

advertising language. A particular style of writing is a complex conglomerate of 

various aspects of language use, related to the expectations that a communicator has 
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of his addressee. Tanaka explores various aspects of language use in advertising from 

RT viewpoint. Her exploration of advertising is part of a more general investigation 

into the force of language, more specifically the way language is used to persuade, 

convince, and manipulate others, as will also be seen in the analyses of Eslite’s 

advertising language in later chapters. 

 

3.3 Chen, Peichen (1998) 

Chen examines the relationship between the rap artist (Jutoupi) and the audience 

in ostensive communication based on Sperber and Wilson’s principle of relevance 

(1986 edition). She first presents Sperber and Wilson’s arguments that there is an 

asymmetrical relationship between the speaker and the audience is questionable. The 

speaker will achieve the goals of attracting the audience and expressing his ideas 

through all kinds of strategies. The audience, with reasonable confidence in the 

speaker, can recover the intended meaning by finding the first interpretation 

consistent to the principle of relevance due to the guarantee of the optimal relevance 

in the speaker’s ostensive stimuli. 

She then proposes Tanaka’s (1994) study of the audience’s role in ads and 

Jaszczolt’s (1996) study of the audience’s role in communication to argue that the 

ostensive strategies made manifest by the speaker may not be necessarily found 
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manifest to the audience. That is, intended meanings can only be obtained when the 

audience, with the aid of the relevance theory, actively processes the speech context, 

and takes advantage of the related specific knowledge. Active participation of the 

audience is not rooted in the guarantee of the speaker’s ostensive behaviors. Instead, it 

is deeply influenced by the external contextual factors (like the immediate time and 

place of communication), the sources of assumptions (like perception, linguistic 

decoding, encyclopaedic knowledge and deductive processes) and personal 

characteristics of the audience (like psychological states, emotions, goals, value 

systems). Therefore, recovery of the intended meaning is not the only responsibility of 

the audience. Cases where meanings are created or where no assumptions are derived 

do exist. 

She finds that, to make manifest controversial issues such as sex, politics and 

social problems, Jutoupi exploits five ostensive strategies: code selection, phonetic 

strategies, syntactic strategies, pragmatic strategies and global strategies. These five 

strategies not only attract the audience, express fun, but also help reveal Jutoupi’s own 

views toward the controversial issues. It is also found that the personal characteristics 

of the audience (such as the psychological states, emotions, goals, value systems, and 

so on) significantly influence how the audience will stick to the prior text, approach 

and make use of the specific information and the encyclopaedic knowledge in the 
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speech context. She concludes that the relationship between the rap artist and the 

audience is rather doubly dynamic. 

 

3.4 Chen, Hsiang–Hwa (2000) 

Like Tanaka, Chen deals with the interpretation of Chinese advertisements under 

relevance–theoretic account. She first introduces Geis’ (1982) study on the language 

of television advertising, Sperber and Wilson’s principle of relevance (1986 edition), 

emphasising the importance of the context, and Dyer’s (1982) semiotic approach to 

the analyses towards visual image. She then deals with the interpretation of 

explicature and implicature in overt communication in Chinese ads, followed by the 

interpretation of words and images in covert communication in advertising. Similar to 

Tanaka’s (1994) research, Chen’s analyses focus on punning, metaphor, and visual 

image in Chinese ads. She examines metaphor in Chinese advertising from both the 

interpretations of metaphors in verbal communication and the interpretations of visual 

metaphor in multimodal communication. 

Chen strongly backs up the principle of relevance proposed by Sperber and 

Wilson. According to RT (first edition, 1986), the principle of relevance states that 

every act of ostensive communication communicates a presumption of its own 

optimal relevance (Sperber & Wilson, 1986: 158). The presumption of optimal 
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relevance itself was spelled out as follows: 

 

(88) Presumption of optimal relevance 

(a) The set of assumptions I which the communicator intends to make 

manifest to the addressee is relevant enough to make it worth the 

addressee’s while to process the ostensive stimulus.  

(b) The ostensive stimulus is the most relevant one the communicator could 

have used to communicate I. 

(Sperber &Wilson 1986: 158) 

 

As Sperber and Wilson further elaborate and clarify in the second edition of 

Relevance (1995: 267), ‘we believe that this formulation should be substantively 

modified. The modifications will make the presumption of relevance simpler, and we 

will argue that they not only preserve the predictive power of the earlier version, but 

significantly increase it.’ The modifications and revisions have been illustrated in 

Section 2.2.2 (cf. Sperber & Wilson, 1995: 260–261, 266–267, 270), and the next 

section is to present the newer version of Communicative Principle of Relevance. 

 

3.5 Noveck, Ira A., and Dan Sperber (2006) 

In Experimental Pragmatics edited by Noveck and Sperber (2006 [2004]), a host 

of scholars conduct various experiments to reach empirical findings concerning 

non-literal meanings and interpretations, including non-verbal communication, and to 

bridge the gap between psycholinguistic and linguistic pragmatic research. Most of all, 

they precisely modify and develop the original version principle of relevance (Sperber 
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& Wilson, 1986: 158) as two general claims of ‘principles’ about the role of relevance 

in cognition and in communication: Cognitive Principle of Relevance and 

Communicative Principle of Relevance (Sperber & Wilson, 1995: 260–261). The 

presumption of optimal relevance conveyed by every utterance is precise enough to 

ground a specific relevance–guided comprehension heuristic, as outlined in Section 

2.2.2. It is noteworthy that the original version of Communicative Principle of 

Relevance “every act of ostensive communication communicates a presumption of its 

own optimal relevance” (Sperber & Wilson, 1986/1995: 158; 1995: 260–261) is 

newly presented as follows: 

 

(89) Communicative Principle of Relevance 

Every act of communication conveys a presumption of its own optimal 

relevance. (Noveck & Sperber, 2006: 6) 

 

Covering overt communication as well as covert communication, this newer argument 

broadens and enhances the explanatory power and adequacy of RT (see also Tanaka, 

1994: 40–42). 

 

3.6 Discussion 

In this section I highlight and summarise the significance of those related studies 

examined previously and their contributions to the study of poetic effects, to the study 

of advertising language, and to the relevance–theoretic applications. 
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3.6.1 Chen (2000) and Chen (1998) 

Heavily advocating RT and similar to Tanaka’s (1994) study, Chen (2000) 

analyses pun and metaphor in Chinese advertising from both the interpretations of 

metaphors in verbal communication and visual metaphor in multimodal 

communication. It is noteworthy that she adopts the relevance analytical framework to 

examine the dimension of multimodality in advertising. It not only echoes Tanaka’s 

analyses of the image of women in advertising, but also has been backed up by the 

great advocates of RT like Forceville on multimodal communication (Forceville, 1994, 

1998, 2005a, 2005b; Tanaka, 1994; Pilkington, 1991, 1992). 

On the other hand, Chen (1998) examines the relationship between the rap artist 

and the audience in ostensive communication based upon RT. She argues that the 

audience’s active participation is not rooted in the guarantee of the speaker’s ostensive 

behaviors, and that recovery of the intended meaning is not the only responsibility of 

the audience. For Chen’s (1998) arguments, there are three points I wish to clarify 

here. 

First, Chen argues the ostensive strategies made manifest by the speaker may not 

be necessarily found manifest to the audience, and the intended meanings can only be 

obtained when the audience, with the aid of RT, actively processes the speech context, 

and takes advantage of the related specific knowledge. That is why there is an 
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asymmetrical relationship claimed by Sperber and Wilson existing between the 

speaker and the audience, and has been closely examined by Tanaka (1994). The role 

of the audience’s active processing and of context in utterance understanding and the 

interpretation process in communication are never absent from RT and can largely be 

evidenced by related studies embedded in RT (Pilkington, 1991, 1992, 2000; Tanaka, 

1992, 1994; Blakemore, 1992; Forceville, 1994, 1998, 2005a, 2005b). 

Second, Chen argues the active participation of the audience is not rooted in the 

guarantee of the speaker’s ostensive behaviors. Instead, it is deeply influenced by the 

external contextual factors, the sources of assumptions, and personal characteristics of 

the audience. Therefore, recovery of the intended meaning is not the only 

responsibility of the audience, and cases where meanings are created or where no 

assumptions are derived do exist. Regarding this argument, since RT is hearer–based 

and carries context sensitivity, and ‘assumptions that are derivable from the 

proposition expressed by the utterance together with the context’ are termed 

implicatures (Tanaka, 1994: 26–27). Also we have seen in Section 2.2.3, ‘…there is 

no clear cut-off point between assumptions strongly backed by the communicator, and 

the assumptions derived from the utterance on the addressee’s sole responsibility’ 

(Tanaka, 1994: 29). But both strong and weak implicatures conform to the principle of 

relevance (p.40). Additional and extra meanings constructed, created, and generated 
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by the audience definitely exist and are quite prominently and productively. That is 

one of the chief reasons for elaborating the special cognitive (contextual) poetic 

effects in this study, and certainly for most of the meaning construction and pragmatic 

interpretations of figurative language. 

Third, Chen concludes ‘the relationship between the rap artist and the audience is 

rather doubly dynamic.’ What Chen’s concern about ‘doubly dynamic relationship’ is 

probably not what we normally realise. The speaker–audience relationship is 

asymmetrical, and generally for all theories of verbal communication, the audience 

received the communicated messages, but under RT account, the audience might 

(choose to) actively interpret in very different and idiosyncratic ways. One major 

point I argue here is that the ‘doubly dynamic relationship’ should be adequately 

treated as a long-term dialectical relationship and is closely associated with the 

process of socialisation. Indeed, the relationship is dynamic, but in a sense of dialogic 

relations in long-term engagements (Fairclough, 1989, 1995a, 1995b). 

 

3.6.2 Pilkington (1991, 1992, 2000) and Tanaka (1992, 1994) 

Pilkington’s studies (1991, 1992, 2000) deal with possible states of the mind and 

brain, the possibility of achieving certain types of (mental) representation and the 

processes by which those representations are achievable. He claims a theory must 
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clearly be a subpart of and make a contribution to a linguistic pragmatic theory 

grounded in a theory of cognition, such as RT. 

Poetic effects are not exclusive to poetry or literature generally, and are certainly 

not guaranteed by the reading of what is accepted to be literature. They represent but 

one aspect of poetic communication, but it is a centrally important one. He tries to 

develop the RT account of poetic effects and argues that the description and 

explanation of these effects must be in cognitive terms, whatever role special 

conventions or institutionally sponsored reading practices may play. Approaches that 

appeal to special sets of conventions cannot deal with the centrally important 

questions of poetic style and quality of experience; they cannot hope to address, for 

instance, I. A. Richards’ (1924: 1) question: ‘What gives the experience of reading a 

certain poem its value?’ A central criticism of such approaches, however, must remain 

that simplistic notions of cognition are in danger of producing simplistic accounts of 

poetic communication, as of communication generally. As Yus (2002) comments: 

 

Pilkington draws upon the theoretical grounding of literary 

comprehension and its subtle reader–oriented effects. Not only does he 

provide a convincing picture of what really goes on in the reader’s 

mind when interpreting literary texts, but also addresses the difficult 

issue of how (subtler) nonpropositional feelings and emotions are felt 

by the reader. This scientific insight goes well beyond former purely 

intuitive views of literature and beyond sterile debates on where the 

‘intention’ of literary text is supposed to lie. To ignore the reader’s 

mind in literary analysis is to miss the chance to coherent view of 
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literature as text to be consumed cognitively. 

 

Modern pragmatics tends to concentrate on determinate implicatures and fails to 

recognise that, rather than two classes of implicatures, determinate and indeterminate, 

there is a continuum from fully determinate to very indeterminate. Code model 

theorists and semioticians have no psychologically adequate way of explaining the 

‘vague’ or ‘connotative’ effects (cf. Blakemore, 1992: 156) that occur at the 

indeterminate end of the continuum. But a precise account of this indeterminacy is 

essential for a comprehensive theory of verbal communication. 

Tanaka (1992, 1994) holds the same views that code model theories and semiotic 

approaches fail to explain the gap between the semantic representations of a sentence 

that the speaker uses and the thought that the speaker intends to communicate. The 

Gricean account attempts to show how, but not why a particular interpretation should 

have been privileged over any number of other interpretations that could have been 

selected using conversational maxims as premises. To this extent the Gricean account 

is merely ex post facto and is neither explicit nor explanatory. RT approach, however, 

showing how propositional forms and implicatures are identified, does not require 

knowledge of a set of conversational maxims, to be used as premises in inference. RT 

also has the advantage of being able to show not only how but also why a particular 

interpretation of an utterance is arrived at. Tanaka applies the RT of communication in 
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view of the inadequacy in previous analyses of advertising language, especially RT 

provides a fully formulated theory of context, which is not considered in earlier 

studies. 

Finally, Pilkington (1991, 1992) notes the interaction of images, symbols and 

metaphors, and poetic effects could be extended to those symbols or images, generally 

found in literature, whose effects are ‘vague’ or ‘connotative.’ Symbols are poetic in 

so far as they weakly implicate a wide range of assumptions in the manner described 

above for poetic metaphor. In the studies of Tanaka (1994) on visual metaphor and 

Chen (2000) on visual metaphor, they all deal with multimodality in advertising 

discourse.6 A series of works by Forceville (1994, 1998, 2005a, 2005b) have also 

examined this prominent and promising research issue embedded in relevance 

framework. As a great advocate of RT, Forceville analyses the pragmatics of 

multimodal representations with focus on visual metaphors, not only enhancing the 

explanatory adequacy of Post–Gricean pragmatic theories, like RT, in terms of 

language, cognition and communication, but adding social semiotic interpretability to 

multimodality.

                                                 
6 ‘Multimodality’ has been defined in semiotics as the co-existence of more than one mode, or sign 
system, within the same text. From advertising, film and television to websites, game environments and 
mobile technology, the texts that surround us today are increasingly multimodal. 



‧
國

立
政 治

大

學
‧

N
a

t io
na l  Chengch i  U

niv

ers
i t

y


