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The Pragmatic Lexicon and Complex Words 

Robyn Carston 

A certain linguist once suggested that “it is possible that natural language has only syntax 

and pragmatics; on this view, natural language consists of internalist computations and 

performance systems that access them along with much other information and belief, 

carrying out their instructions in particular ways to enable us to talk and communicate, 

among other things.” (Chomsky 1995: 26-27). 

In this talk, I attempt to bring together current work in generative grammar on the structure 

(the syntax) of words and relevance-theoretic (RT) lexical pragmatics to explain how word 

meanings arise and evolve. My focus is on ‘complex’ words, such as ‘reactionary’ with its 

non-compositional (atomic) meaning backward-looking and ‘naturalize’ with its non-

compositional (atomic) meaning become citizen of a country, and so-called ‘conversions’, 

e.g. the verb ‘to grandstand’ derived from the noun ‘grandstand’, the verb ‘to houdini’ derived 

from the proper name ‘Houdini’, and the noun ‘an embed’ from the verb ‘embed’. The issue 

these words raise for a syntactic account of word structure is why and how they come to 

have non-compositional meanings when phrasal structures are typically compositional (e.g. 

‘the girl who saw the teacher’, ‘eat breakfast at noon’). 

I maintain that the relevance-based account of lexical pragmatics, according to which word 

meanings are being flexibly adjusted in communicative contexts all the time, by inferential 

processes that either narrow/broaden existing meanings or create new meanings via 

metonymic lexical innovation, can explain the emergence of these non-compositional 

meanings for complex words. As with the cases of ‘simple’ words, which have been the sole 

focus of RT lexical pragmatics until now, only some of these online contextual adjustments 

emerge as new word senses with sufficient stability that they enter into speakers’ lexicons, 

from which they are directly retrieved in utterance comprehension. This pragmatic lexicon 

houses a wide range of established communication units: words (simple and complex) with 

their families of senses (polysemy), phrasal idioms, frozen forms, and perhaps even some 

constructions. It is a performance system (see Chomsky quote above), lying outside the 

narrow language faculty (syntax) but interfacing with it at specific structure points.     
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Linguistic Acceptability as Plausible Optimal Relevance 

Thom Scott-Phillips 

 

Coming soon!  
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ATTENTION! HOW DO RELEVANCE AND OSTENSION ATTRACT OUR ATTENTION ON 

SOCIAL MEDIA? FOR HOW LONG? 

Angélica Andersen 

 

This research outlines the role of relevance and ostension in capturing our attention 

according to Relevance Theory (Sperber &amp; Wilson, 1995) and discusses evidence of a 

decrease in the period of collective dedicated attention on social media recently. Human 

cognition involves ongoing monitoring of the environment, availability of vast amounts of 

memorised data, and the ability to process attentively and effectively limited amounts of 

information at once (Broadbent, 1958; Wilson &amp; Sperber, 2012) . Thus, what makes 

information attention-worthy? According to RT, Relevance does. Relevance is a potential 

property of external stimuli or internal representations that provide inputs to cognitive 

processes. Human communication is intentional. Therefore, ostensive behaviour manifests 

the intention to make something manifest, conveying an implicit guarantee of relevance. 

Attention is one of the digital era’s most valuable and scarce resources. We have access to 

massive amounts of information due to technological advances; however, our mental 

processing capacity remains the same. Herbert Simon (Simon, 1994) coined the expression 

‘attention economy’. He theorised that attention was the “bottleneck of human thought”, 

limiting what we can perceive and do in stimulating environments. He remarked that “a 

wealth of information creates a poverty of attention”, suggesting that multitasking is a myth. 

Micheal Goldhaber (Goldhaber, 1997) presaged that the economy was shifting from a 

material-based to an attention-based economy, referring to free online services. Recently, an 

avalanche of news reaches smartphones in real-time and reactions on social media spread 

across the globe in seconds. Lorenz-Spreen et al., 2019 suggest that popular content’s 

accelerated ups and downs are driven by increased content production and consumption, 

resulting in a faster depletion of human attention resources. Therefore, individual topics 

receive shorter intervals of collective attention. Furthermore, Oliveira &amp; Chan, 2019 

concluded that both information overload and limited attention contribute to the degradation 

of the discriminatory power of human cognition. 

 

Broadbent, D. E. (1958). Perception and communication. Oxford, London, Edinburgh, New 

York, Toronto, Paris, Braunschweig: Pergamon Press. 

Goldhaber, M. (1997). Attention Shoppers: The Currency of the New Economy Will Not Be 

Money, but Attention—A Radical Theory of Value. Wired. 

Lorenz-Spreen, P., Mønsted, B. M., Hövel, P., &amp; Lehmann, S. (2019). Accelerating 

dynamics of collective attention. Nature Communications, 10(1). 

Oliveira, D. F. M., & Chan, K. S. (2019). Diffusion of Information in an Online Social 

Network with Limited Attention. Information &amp; Security, 43(3), 362–374. 

Simon, H. A. (1994). The bottleneck of attention: connecting thought with motivation. 

Symposium on Motivation. Nebraska Symposium on Motivation, 41, 1–21. 

Sperber, D., & Wilson, D. (1995). Relevance: Communication and Cognition, 2nd edition 

(Second). Oxford (1986/1995): Blackwell Publishers. 

Wilson, D., & Sperber, D. (2012). Meaning and Relevance. Cambridge: Cambridge 

University Press. 
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Interpreting Beyond the Code: The Propositional and Non-Propositional Effects of 

Discriminatory Discourse 

Stavros Assimakopoulos 

 

As evidenced by the prolific amount of research linking relevance-theoretic pragmatics with 

virtually all kind of communicative interaction, relevance theory’s cognitive outlook has 

furthered our understanding of the processing that underlies such diverse activities as 

reading literature (e.g. Cave &amp; Wilson 2018), surfing the internet (e.g. Yus 2011) or 

even getting convinced by advertisements (e.g. Forceville 1998). In line with such previous 

efforts, this talk sets out to investigate how relevance theory’s central tenets and theoretical 

machinery can be applied to the critical discussion of ideologically-charged, and more 

specifically discriminatory discourse. Existing research in critical discourse studies has for 

long recognised the central role that both direct and indirect communicative strategies play 

in the communication of negative attitudes towards (members of) some minority target 

group (e.g. Reisigl & Wodak 2001). Showcasing how these strategies can be approached 

under the relevance-theoretic rubrics of explicature and implicature – especially when the 

latter is specifically approached in terms of its communicated strength – I will discuss some 

ways in which the discourse at hand manages to legitimise discrimination in society. 

Focusing in particular on the usual covertness of such discourse (Assimakopoulos et al. 

2017), I will suggest that the extra effort involved in indirectly communicating some relevant 

cognitive effect (i.e. a discriminatory belief) would be offset by its ability to be 

communicated loosely, thus reaching a far greater audience than they would if 

communicated directly. At the same time, over and above its propositional content, which 

can often appear to be leading to reasonable contextual implications, the discourse at hand 

often additionally instils in its audience a particular emotional reaction (i.e. discriminatory 

attitude) through the communication of further effects that would be, strictly speaking, 

‘non-propositional’ (Wilson & Carston 2019). 

 

Assimakopoulos, Stavros, Fabienne H. Baider &amp; Sharon Millar (eds.). 2017. Online 

Hate Speech in the European Union: A Discourse-Analytic Perspective. Cham: Springer. 

Cave, Terence & Deirdre Wilson (eds.). 2018. Reading Beyond the Code: Literature and 

Relevance Theory. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 

Forceville, Charles. 1998. Pictorial Metaphor in Advertising. London/New York: Routledge. 

Reisigl, Martin &amp; Ruth Wodak. 2001. Discourse and discrimination. London/New York: 

Routledge. 

Wilson, Deirdre & Robyn Carston. 2019. Pragmatics and the challenge of ‘non-propositional’ 

effects. Journal of Pragmatics 57: 125-148. 

Yus, Francisco. 2011. Cyberpragmatics: Internet-Mediated Communication in Context. 

Amsterdam: John Benjamins. 
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Creative metaphors and non-propositional effects: an experiment 

Valandis Bardzokas 

 

Over the last decade there has been growing cognitive pragmatic (particularly 

relevance-theoretic) interest in the nature of metaphorical interpretation, particularly 

of the type involved in reading verbal metaphors in works of literature. Much of this 

interest has focused on non-propositional aspects of interpretation, in other words, the 

derivation of mental image effects/emotive effects. Central to this enquiry is the 

following question: is the role of non-propositional effects essential to the metaphorical 

interpretation process? The implications of answering this question are far from trivial, since, 

if the answer is positive, then metaphorical interpretation must be viewed as depending on 

the derivation of non-propositional effects, in the same way that it depends on the derivation 

of propositional effects (implicatures). In this sense, non-propositional effects could be said 

to claim a central place in the domain of (metaphorically intended) utterance interpretation 

and, thus, also in the scope of linguistic pragmatics.  

 

Contrary to other cognitively-oriented studies, relevance-theoretic studies put forth the 

argument that mental image effects do not fulfil an essential role in the metaphorical 

interpretation process. While the evidence that supports this argument is solid, it has 

crucially been procured on theoretical grounds and, therefore, requires experimental 

substantiation.  

 

The current paper sets out to respond to this requirement, taking on board emotive effects, 

apart from metal images. In pursuit of an answer to the central question raised above, the 

current work corroborates the view that the role of non-propositional effects in creative 

metaphor interpretation is not essential. 
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Appositives from the Perspective of Relevance Theory 

Anne Bezuidenhout 

 

We explore the discourse status of appositives (both nominal appositives and appositive 

relative clauses) and the potential for the contents of such constructions to become 

conversationally foregrounded. We present the findings of a series of experiments that used 

various tests for the at-issueness of a proposition. These experiments varied the properties 

of these appositive constructions (such as their sentence-position and/or their aspectual 

properties and/or their contribution to an ongoing narrative) and tested participants’ 

judgements about the at-issue status of their contents. We suggest that Relevance Theory 

offers a framework that can explain how and why the contents of appositives can under 

certain circumstances become discourse prominent. 
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Pragmatics of Graphs and Charts 

Francesca Bonalumi, Christophe Heintz, Nausicaa Pouscoulous, Akos Szegofi and 

Liangqi Li. 

 

Experimental pragmatics has mainly focused on verbal communication, while non-verbal 

communicative stimuli also trigger pragmatic processes. We argue that data visualisations 

are a type of communicative stimulus, as they are taken as evidence of the speaker’s 

informative intentions; thus, we aim to apply pragmatics to the study of data visualisation. 

Previous literature on data visualisation focuses on syntactic and semantic analyses, but 

such research often underestimates the role of pragmatics: charts and graphs always 

convey a meaning, which must be inferred by the reader. We intend to show that data 

visualisations are understood as communicative acts, and that their semantic and syntactic 

elements will be interpreted on the basis of the presumption of relevance. 

 

Deploying pragmatics in the field of data visualisation yields important and testable ideas. 

Previous research in the pragmatics of verbal communication shows that the interpretation of 

utterances is critically modulated by the context in which such utterances are produced. In 

our experimental setting, we present participants with visualisations depicting changes or 

differences in magnitude. We reasoned that depicted differences in graphs and charts can 

be similarly interpreted as conveying different information, depending on the context. We 

therefore predict that different contexts will lead readers to derive different interpretations 

from the very same graph. Experimental evidence supporting the claim that context matters 

with data visualisations will support the claim that readers of graphs and charts make 

pragmatic inferences when interpreting non-verbal communicative stimuli. 
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Emotional Expressions Automatically Trigger Inferential Comprehension Procedures 

Constant Bonard 

 

The meaning of many emotional expressions is doubly underdetermined. First, emotional 

expressions that look or sound exactly identical may express different kinds of emotions 

(Barrett et al., 2011). For instance, facial expressions associated with disgust can also 

express sadness and anger depending on the context. Second, emotional expressions do 

not by themselves allow us to infer what the emotions they express are about. For instance, 

a facial expression of disgust doesn’t tell us what the person is disgusted by. Despite this, in 

normal cases, we automatically, effortlessly, and pre-attentively understand what kinds of 

emotion our interlocutors express and what it is about. 

 

How do we perform this task? I defend that we do so with the same cognitive mechanisms 

that are studied by pragmatic theories. More precisely, I defend that emotional expressions, 

including those that are perceived by the audience as spontaneous and non-ostensive, 

automatically trigger what relevance theorists call the ‘relevance-theoretic comprehension 

procedure’ (Wilson & Sperber, 2006). 

 

In a nutshell, the argument goes as follows. First, affective sciences have shown that 

emotions are reactions to stimuli appraised as extremely important to the emoters (Scherer 

& Moors, 2019). This means that, in normal cases, emotional stimuli are highly relevant and 

highly manifest to them (Wharton et al., 2021). For these reasons, our interlocutors’ 

emotional state and what it is about should be highly relevant for us either because it 

concerns us directly or, in any case, because it modulates our interaction insofar as they are 

signs of something highly relevant and highly manifest to our interlocutors. This suggests 

that interpreting emotional expressions is always worth putting in some cognitive efforts. 

Accordingly, it is plausible that we are biased (perhaps innately) to automatically take 

emotional expressions as sufficiently relevant to be worth the efforts of interpreting them 

through inferential comprehension procedures. 

 

Barrett, L. F., Mesquita, B., & Gendron, M. (2011). Context in emotion perception. Current 

Directions in Psychological Science, 20(5), 286–290. 

Scherer, K. R., & Moors, A. (2019). The emotion process: Event appraisal and component 

differentiation. Annual Review of Psychology, 70, 719–745. 

Wharton, T., Bonard, C., Dukes, D., Sander, D., & Oswald, S. (2021). Relevance and 

emotion. Journal of Pragmatics, 181, 259–269. 

Wilson, D., & Sperber, D. (2006). Relevance theory. In L. Horn (Ed.), The Handbook of 

pragmatics. Blackwell. 
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Relevance and Listening 

Billy Clark 

 

Coming soon!  
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Direct and Broad Echo in Verbal Irony. Is Comprehension Affected by the Form of 

Resemblance? 

Raissa Ellis 

 

The relevance theoretic account of irony (Wilson and Sperber 1992) is unique in its 

reliance on the notion of echo. On the one end of the spectrum, echo is fairly direct and 

constitutes a repetition of an utterance. On the other end, echo is an interpretation of a 

thought held by someone else than the speaker at the time of speaking, herein referred to as 

“broad echo”. The difference in ease of comprehension between direct and broad echo has 

not been experimentally tested so far, and this study’s objective is to fill this gap. 

This paper reports the results of an experimental study with a between subject design 

(N = 60) whose aim was to examine whether the form of resemblance of the echoed content 

has an influence on irony comprehension. The participants were presented 5 out of 30 

randomly selected structurally matching vignettes consisting of an introduction of the context 

including a sentence later echoed by an ironist, and the ironic remark, which in the directly 

echoic condition (n=30) consisted of a repetition of phrases from the introduction and in the 

broadly echoic condition (n=30) shared solely an interpretive resemblance with the echoed 

content. The study opted for indirect elicitation of irony comprehension: the questions 

exploited the participants’ metarepresentational ability, which according to Wilson (2000) 

plays a crucial role in irony processing. After each vignette, the participants answered a truth 

value judgement question regarding a statement ascribing relevant/irrelevant beliefs to the 

ironist. It was hypothesized that the participants would be able to achieve equivalent levels 

of success regardless of whether the echoed content was a direct repetition or was 

dissimilar in form but shared an interpretive resemblance. The hypothesis was confirmed. 

 

Wilson, D. (2000). Metarepresentation in linguistic communication. In D. Sperber (Ed.). 

Metarepresentations: A multidisciplinary perspective, pp. 411-48. Oxford University Press 

Wilson, D. & Sperber, D. (1992). On verbal irony. Lingua, 87,53-76. 
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Applications of Relevance Theory-informed approaches to translation and 

interpreting: Training and practice 

Fabrizio Gallai 

 

Translators and interpreters seem to have a limited understanding of how communication 

and cognition work. While some countries and international organisations attempt to set out 

their duties in official guidelines, such recommendations systematically fail to mention cross-

pragmatic skills, and may enforce a mechanical ethics on interpreters. 

 

This paper builds on previous developments in Relevance Theory (RT)-informed approaches 

to translation and interpreting (T&II) in an attempt to clear the ground for training and 

practice. Firstly, theoretical and methodological aspects of RT-informed research on 

interlingual communication are discussed. The focus will be on how the notion of interlingual 

interpretive use unites (most) the studies in this field. Secondly, my aim is to situate RT 

research on T&I in the context of current methodological issues: interdisciplinarity, 

triangulation, product and process integration, and experimental methods. I will then move 

on to show how the tools and notions selected can be implemented and related to each 

other with a view to creating curricula and working in the field of T&I. In this context, I will 

focus on the central role of cross- and meta-pragmatic competence, and the notions of 

ethics and quality - the latter being defined as faithfulness plus relevance. Problems may 

reside in case of a deficient (meta-pragmatic) ability to fully engage with the conceptual and 

procedural processes triggered by the source text (e.g., Gallai 2015, 2016). As a result of the 

loss of procedural meaning, potential for miscommunication increases. 

 

To conclude, practitioners are called upon to apply the appropriate techniques based on 

pragmatic knowledge in order to deliver a ‘faithful’ rendition, as well as be acutely aware of 

ethics and what constitutes their role - both at a micro-and macro level of speech. In this 

scenario, attention to education, recruitment policies, regulation, and raising awareness of 

professional consciousness are key factors. 
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A Formalized Notion of Explicature and its Impacts: On the Debate between 

Contextualism and Semantic Minimalism 

Yan Jiang 

 

This talk reviews the notion of explicature and the process of explicating in relevance-

theoretic pragmatics against the background of the semantic minimalism versus 

contextualism controversy. It reiterates and refines the presenter's earlier attempt in giving a 

formal definition of explicature, then applies the formal characterization to the study of a 

range of related cases in English. The findings are used to reexamine the 

minimalism/contextualism debate. We argue that, with a formalized notion of explicature and 

a tiered structure of topicality, the explicating process can supply explicit linguistic 

directness for all types of underdetermined constructions and lexical meanings. 

Some key definitions are included here: 

 

 
 

(3) When resolving underdeterminacy, linguistic guidance is embedded in the explicating 

process, making use of encoded linguistic information, including the full range of topic 

structures. 

 

[(1) and (2) come from the presenter's published work in 2013 and will be further explicated. 

(1) is a semantic definition, and (2) is a structural definition. (3) is a new proposal to cope 

with the variety of lexical concept adjustments] 
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Neologisms in Translation: A Case Study of Two Translations of Clockwork Orange 

by Anthony Burgess 

Maria Jodłowiec 

 

Different types of neologisms have different functions, which is most vivid in literary texts, 

and may prove a true a challenge for their translator. The present paper examines the issue 

in the context of the Polish translations of A Clockwork Orange by Anthony Burgess. 

Interestingly enough, the novel was translated into Polish by (the late) Robert Rouven Stiller 

twice and exists in two versions: the Russianized Mechaniczna pomarańcza (1989/1999; A 

Mechanical Orange: referred to by Stiller as version R) and the Americanized Nakręcana 

pomarańcza (1999; A Wind-Up Orange: named version A by the translator). Applying the 

relevance-theoretic tools in the analysis of the corpus of neologisms from the source text 

and its translations, it is demonstrated how the cognitive effects created by the alternative 

translations vary, and the consequences that follow for the target reader are discussed. The 

results afford insights about the nature of neologisms on the one hand, and on the other, 

lead to useful implications about translation theory and practice. In fact, this kind of 

approach, as will be postulated, can be productively used in raising awareness of would-be 

translators: by exploring the different kinds of effects that different renderings yield, 

translation students become more conscious of how their translation choices may affect the 

target audience’s reception of the text. 
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‘Problem of Formalisation’ – or Impossibility? 

Pascal Markus Lemmer 

 

On the problem and/or impossibility of formalisation of metaphor within Relevance Theory 

Among many others, Robyn Carston (2010; 2018) has repeatedly attempted to bridge the 

ongoing divide between primarily semantical account of metaphor and ‘image’ theories that 

focus on its non-propositional content or effects. However, Wilson and she (2019) noted a 

persistent ‘problem of formalisation’ inherent in trying to provide an account of metaphor 

both as complete and as formal as possible. In this paper, I will argue that this is not a 

contingent or resolvable practical problem in theory formation, but a constitutive 

characteristic of metaphor. To do so, I will draw on two arguments of Derrida’s regarding the 

impossibility of a definition of metaphor. The first point is that every definition of metaphor 

would necessarily exclude, or be unable to explain, at least one term or metaphor: metaphor 

itself. This formal argument leads him to his second proposition that metaphor is grounded in 

but at the same time undermining important metaphysical and linguistical concepts usually 

taken for granted, like meaning, truth and the opposition of metaphorical and conceptual. 

Hence, if Derrida is right, this would have important implications both for the (im)possiblilites 

of formalisations of metaphor. To illustrate Derrida’s argument and its implications, I will 

analyse Carston’s struggle with accounting extended or imagistic metaphor and what I 

believe are potential shortcomings: First of all, it confuses a functional, empirical explanation 

of metaphor with a concept of it. More to the point however, her account is internally 

consistent iff one believes that metaphor has a semantical or propositional dimension only or 

primarily – which it clearly does not, as she herself repeatedly acknowledges. Thus, this 

paper shows the need to rethink how to formalise metaphor and how to avoid the 

demonstrated inconsistencies. 
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From Contrastive Stress to Prosodic Pointing 

Pauline Madella 

 

In this paper, I build on Scott’s relevance-theoretic account of contrastive stress (2021). I 

draw on her argument that contrastive stress does not encode procedural meaning. With its 

extra & contrastive stress alters the salience of a particular constituent in an 

utterance and, as a result, the salience of one particular interpretation of that utterance. 

Contrast is not a property of the accent itself (Bolinger, 1961). In other words, stress per 

se does not bear contrastive meaning (Scott, 2021). It is the disconfirmation of the 

addressee’s expectations that draws his attention to the accented word, thereby prompting 

the search for different interpretive effects (Scott, 2021). Contrastive stress does not trigger 

the same procedure each and every time it is used (Scott, 2021); it is therefore 

unpredictable (Bolinger, 1972). 

 

I further support Scott’s account by looking at contrastive stress in its multimodal context. I 

argue that the interpretation of contrastive stress is purely inferential and suggest that this 

is largely due to contrastive stress being typically used as one of many pointing devices 

(Wilson, 2016). It is to be interpreted by virtue of its interaction with other paralinguistic 

behaviours, all of which being integral parts of the ostensive act. 

 

In looking at contrastive stress as prosodic pointing, I take a natural approach to prosody 

(Bolinger, 1983) and reflect prosody as essentially a multimodal phenomenon (Wharton and 

Madella, forthcoming). I demonstrate why prosodic pointing - or multimodal pointing – is 

relevant to learners and teachers of L2 English (Madella and Romero-Trillo, 2019). Finally, I 

open a discussion on the further implications of prosody as a multimodal phenomenon for 

interpreting. 
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Getting Your Inferences in Order: The Limits of Mutual Adjustment 

Didier Maillat 

 

This paper take a theoretical look at mutual adjustment (Wilson and Sperber 2002, 2012; 

Carston 2002). This notion constitutes a challenge for pragmatic models because not only 

does it introduce variability in inferential processes but it also rules out the possibility of a 

meaning calculation process which is sequential. 

 

This form of parallel processing of ex/implicatures is extremely flexible, and “retroactive” 

(Wilson and Sperber 2012), as it can involve “backwards inferences”. However, the notion 

of parallel processing argued for here is not completely straightforward either, since mutual 

adjustment is not devoid of sequentiality. Indeed, since comprehension processes conform 

to the comprehension heuristic, they will have to follow “a path of least effort” determined 

by the order of accessibility of contextual premises. 

 

Building up on the proposal made by Mazzarella (2013), we explore how inferences about 

the speaker’s knowledge constitute a challenge for mutual adjustment and parallel 

processing of ex/implicature. Mazzarella (2013) shows how accessibility can mislead the 

comprehension heuristic and lead to accidental relevance (Wilson 2000, Carston 2007). 

Specifically, Mazzarella envisages a corrective course to prevent accidental relevance 

interpretations from firing based on Sperber et al.’s (2010) Epistemic Vigilance. 

This paper will address some potential remaining issues in solving the problems raised by 

inferences about speaker knowledge using EV. First, a corrective epistemic filter will not 

suffice to explain how, once the accidental interpretation has been ruled out, a new 

interpretation can be arrived at, following a path of least effort. Second, it is not clear how 

the same EV module posited in Sperber et al. (2010) could be responsible for the corrective 

mechanisms needed to rule out accidental interpretations. Third, and more fundamentally, 

a post-hoc corrective mechanism that rejects an accidental interpretation faces a 

considerable challenge in cancelling the cognitive effects triggered by the accidental 

interpretation. This, in turn, calls for a re-appraisal of parallel processing. 
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Using Relevance Theory to Teach an L2 

Erika Marcet 

 

Relevance Theory has traditionally been viewed as an explanatory pragmatics theory of 

communication in the first language (L1). However, there are a growing number of scholars 

that demonstrate that Relevance Theory can also explain what happens when 

communicating in a second or foreign language (L2) (see e.g. De Paiva and Foster-Cohen 

2004; Ifantidou 2014, 2019; Madella 2020). 

 

In this regard, I discuss how Relevance Theory can be applied to L2 teaching and learning 

practices. Based on data collected through open-ended questionnaires, semi-structured 

interviews and focus group discussions at two higher-education institutions in Ireland, I 

explain how Relevance Theory can be used to help L2 instructors understand how 

communication between L1 speakers and L2 learners works and what inhibits learners from 

achieving successful and effective communication in real-time processing. 

 

I also argue that instructors can benefit from becoming familiar with a relevance-theoretic 

approach to teaching pragmatic competence in the L2. In this regard, I explain how a 

pedagogical framework based on key notions in Relevance Theory can serve to teach 

pragmatics in the L2 classroom as well as create pedagogical materials to overcome or 

mitigate any potential pragmatic challenges learners may encounter in oral interaction. I 

provide practical steps and concrete examples on how to incorporate such a pragmatics 

theory into the L2 classroom, thereby equipping instructors with a new angle on their 

teaching practices. 
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Ironic Speakers, Vigilant Hearers 

Diana Mazzarella and Nausicaa Pouscoulous 

 

Verbal irony characteristically involves the expression of a derogatory, dissociative attitude. 

The ironic speaker is not only stating a blatant falsehood or irrelevant proposition; she is also 

communicating her stance towards its epistemic status. The centrality of attitude expression 

and recognition in verbal irony makes it very different from other figurative and non-literal 

uses of language. This difference is well reflected by experimental data showing that the 

acquisition, comprehension and processing of irony come with additional demands: irony 

understanding is acquired later in development, it is often impaired in clinical populations 

and is effortful from a processing perspective. This opens up the question of which cognitive 

abilities make it possible. 

 

Drawing on Wilson (2009), we argue that epistemic vigilance plays a crucial role in 

recognizing the speaker’s ironical intent and inferring her attitude. To do so, we introduce the 

distinction between first- and second-order epistemic vigilance: while the former assesses 

the credibility of the incoming information and the reliability of the individuals who dispense 

it, the latter evaluates others’ epistemic vigilance towards the content and the source of the 

information. We argue that first- and second-order vigilance both play a role in irony 

understanding. We thus examine their distinctive contributions to detect contextual 

incongruency, distinguish verbal irony from lies or mistakes, as well as recognize the 

dissociative stance conveyed by the ironic speaker. 
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Relevance for Persuasion 

Steve Oswald, Ramy Younis, Daniel de Oliveira Fernandes, Jennifer Schumann 

 

As a cognitive theory of human communication, relevance theory (henceforth RT, Sperber & 

Wilson, 1986, 1995; Wilson &amp; Sperber, 2012) has been used to account for many 

aspects of human comprehension. More recently, related considerations on epistemic 

vigilance (Sperber et al., 2010) have been brought to bear on comprehension mechanisms 

as well, and the argumentative theory of reasoning (Mercier, 2011; Mercier & Sperber, 2009, 

2017) has allowed to construe reasoning and argumentation in terms that are consonant 

with RT’s main tenets. This has opened up the scope of communicative phenomena RT is 

likely to have something to say about. In this talk, we explore this direction by reporting on 

experimental work which investigates whether RT’s architecture can also be used to account 

for the perceived persuasiveness of argumentation.  

 

Through the two extent conditions of relevance, which define relevance in terms of 

processing effort and effect (see Sperber &Wilson, 1995, p. 125) , RT provides a model of 

information selection that predicts that cost-effective assumptions are likely to be included in 

the set of assumptions that are considered during comprehension. In line with Oswald 

(2016) , we assume that the two extent conditions of relevance can also be brought to bear 

on the persuasiveness of arguments. Specifically, we defend the claim that sets of 

information that are easy to process (in terms of their accessibility) and that are epistemically 

strong (i.e., they trigger positive cognitive effects) are likely to positively affect the perceived 

persuasiveness of arguments – and that costly and epistemically weak sets of information 

are likely to negatively affect the perceived persuasiveness of arguments. To this end, we 

report on experimental work in which we manipulate the two extent conditions of relevance 

in argumentative scenarios to assess whether these impact the perceived persuasiveness of 

argumentation. 

 

Mercier, H. (2011). Looking for Arguments. Argumentation, 26(3), 305–324. 

https://doi.org/10.1007/s10503-011-9256-1 

Mercier, H., & Sperber, D. (2009). Intuitive and reflective inferences. In J. Evans & K. 

Frankish (Eds.), In Two Minds: Dual Processes and Beyond (pp. 149–170). Oxford 

University Press. 

Mercier, H., & Sperber, D. (2017). The Enigma of Reason. Harvard University Press. 

Oswald, S. (2016). Rhetoric and cognition: Pragmatic constraints on argument processing. 

In M. Padilla Cruz (Ed.), Relevance Theory: Recent developments, current challenges and 

future directions (Vol. 268, pp. 261–285). John Benjamins Publishing Company. 

Sperber, D., Clément, F., Heintz, C., Mascaro, O., Mercier, H., Origgi, G., &amp; Wilson, D. 

(2010). Epistemic Vigilance. Mind & Language, 25(4), 359–393. 

https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1468-0017.2010.01394.x 

Sperber, D.,  Wilson, D. (1986). Relevance: Communication and Cognition. Blackwell. 

Sperber, D.,  Wilson, D. (1995). Relevance: Communication and Cognition. Blackwell. 

Wilson, D., Sperber, D. (2012). Meaning and Relevance. Cambridge University Press. 
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Gestuality and Ad Hoc Concept Construction 
Manuel Padilla Cruz 

 
Relevance theorists assume that the denotation of the mental concepts activated by 
open-class words like nouns, verbs, adjectives and adverbs, is adjusted through lexical 
pragmatic processes. Their result is specified, occasion-specific, conceptual 
representations labelled ad hoc concepts (Sperber and Wilson 1998; Carston 2000, 
2002; Wilson and Sperber 2004). Such processes are considered a case of free 
pragmatic enrichment. Hence, they are believed to be non-linguistically mandated and 
to be automatically accomplished during mutual parallel adjustment (Carston 2000, 
2010a). 
 
Recent research suggests that ad hoc-concept construction may be overtly marked by 
various linguistic elements which somehow steer its output. These include evaluative 
morphemes, like the diminutive and the augmentative morphemes in some inflectional 
languages; lexical and phrasal items adjacent to content words, like articles, 
demonstratives, adjectives or expressive expletives, and stylistic resources, like 
repetition or rewording. Paralinguistic inputs have also been claimed to fulfil similar 
enacting and steering functions (Wharton 2009). However, whether all types of 
paralinguistic inputs do so and how have not been duly ascertained. 
 
This presentation will centre on one category of paralinguistic inputs: gestuality. It 
will argue that deliberately produced gestures may ostensively indicate that 
idiosyncratic conceptual representations are needed, thus assisting hearers to capture 
what speakers refer to. However, this presentation will restrict this function to only 
three types of gestural inputs: emblems, pantomimes and language-like gestures or 
illustrators. These will be suggested to give rise to occasion-specific mental entities 
subsuming not simply propositional information, but also non-propositional information 
(Carston 2010b). Finally, this presentation will exclude proper gesticulation from 
contributing to lexical pragmatic processes because of its spontaneous and instinctive 
nature. 
 
Carston, Robyn. 2000. “Explicature and Semantics.” UCL Working Papers in 
Linguistics 12: 1–44. 
Carston, Robyn. 2002. Thoughts and Utterances. The Pragmatics of Explicit 
Communication. Oxford: Blackwell. 
Carston, Robyn. 2010a. “Lexical Pragmatics, Ad Hoc Concepts and Metaphor: From a 
Relevance Theory Perspective.” Italian Journal of Linguistics 22 (1): 153–180. 
Carston, Robyn. 2010b. “Metaphor: Ad Hoc Concepts, Literal Meaning and Mental 
Images.” Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society 110 (3): 295–321. 
Sperber, Dan, and Deirdre Wilson. 1998. “The Mapping between the Mental and the 
Public Lexicon.” In Language and Thought: Interdisciplinary Themes, ed. by Peter 
Carruthers, and Jill Boucher, 184–200. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 
Wharton, Tim. 2009. Pragmatics and Non-verbal Communication. Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 
Wilson, Deirdre, and Dan Sperber. 2004. “Relevance Theory.” In The Handbook of 
Pragmatics, ed. by Larry Horn, and Gregory Ward, 607–632. Oxford: Blackwell. 
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Relevance and Cartographic Communication 
Francesco Pierini 
 
Following recent applications of Relevance Theory to visual artworks like paintings and  
drawings (e.g., Pignocchi 2019), in this paper I discuss the case of maps. In different  fields 
(e.g., in geography MacEachren 1994, in philosophy Millikan 2017) maps are  frequently 
analyzed as communicating information in a code-like way, in which  mindreading and 
pragmatics play a limited role. This is understandable, as maps seem  to communicate 
information in a way that is almost completely explicit: provided that  one is familiar with the 
conventions of cartographic semantics (e.g., geometric  projection, legend, etc.), one can 
effortlessly decode it without making inferences about  the mapmaker’s intentions. However, 
I argue, map communication is better analyzed  through the lenses of Relevance Theory. 
Indeed, I argue that maps appear to be “just” codes because many popular cartographic uses 
are highly specialized, which in turn  makes map pragmatics highly constrained. For instance, 
if we expect a map to be used  for navigation, we don’t need much reasoning about the author’s 
intentions: we expect  that the communicated information will represent the targeted territory 
in a descriptive  way. However, in contexts like this one maps should be understood as 
communicating  in a strong, but nevertheless ostensive way: the map conveys one or few 
strongly  implied meanings, whose decoding is performed under the presumption of relevance  
and through mindreading (e.g., “someone must have placed this map outside of this  park 
because she thinks it is relevant to help me navigate”). Moreover, I show that maps  can 
communicate weakly, e.g., maps that embed statistical information may generate  several 
different meanings (e.g., it can be interpreted as humorous, descriptive,  prescriptive, etc.) 
which can only be derived by making assumptions about the  mapmaker’s intentions. These 
are features, and not flaws, of map communication,  which Relevance Theory (unlike 
competing accounts) can account for.   

MacEachren, A. M. (1994). How maps work: representation, visualization, and design.  
Guilford Press  

Millikan, R. G. (2017). Beyond concepts: Unicepts, language, and natural information.  
Oxford University Press.  

Pignocchi, A. (2019). The continuity between art and everyday communication. Advances 
in  Experimental Philosophy of Aesthetics, 241-266.  
Sperber, D., & Wilson, D. (1986). Relevance: Communication and cognition (Vol. 142).  

Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.  
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Words as carriers of irony 

Agnieszka Piskorska 

 

The relevance-theoretic model of irony is founded on two notions: echo and dissociative 

attitude towards an echoed assumption (e.g. Sperber and Wilson 1995; Wilson and Sperber 

2012). Due to its deflationary perspective on communicative phenomena, which supports the 

existence of continua rather than classes of entities, relevance-theory has not offered a 

taxonomy of ironic utterances. On the other hand, it is possible to distinguish several salient 

features of ironic utterances and pragmatic mechanisms involved in irony production and 

Comprehension. 

 

Against this backdrop, we can observe some “classes” of ironic utterances based on the 

linguistic form of the utterance. One of them is irony carried by a single word, as in 

 

(1) As I reached the bank at closing time, the bank clerk helpfully shut the door in my 

face (Wilson 2006: 1722) 

 

where the proposition could be used to refer to an actual state of affairs, if it wasn’t for the 

adjective “helpfully”. Another example of irony carried by a single word involves a 

quotational use of a referring expression, such as 

 

(2) Your friend has called 

 

where the caller is the addressee’s lover, but has been referred to as “a friend” in an attempt 

to hide the true nature of the relationship. 

 

In this paper I will present arguments supporting distinct analyses for cases similar to (1), 

and those similar to (2). In (1) one of the implicatures intended by the speaker is that the 

bank clerk was exceptionally rude, and it is this implicature that echoes the social norm to 

the effect that clerks should be polite. Utterance (2) can be explained as a case of parodic 

irony, based on metalinguistic resemblance between prior use of “friend” by the addressee, 

and its use by the speaker of (2). The analysis postulated here will be compared with 

selected non-relevance theoretic accounts (Dynel 2018; Wiślicki 2020). 

 

Dynel, M. 2018. Irony, deception and humour. Seeking the truth about overt and covert 

untruthfulness. De Gruyter Mouton 

Sperber D., &amp; D. Wilson. 1995. Relevance: Communication and cognition. 

Wilson, D. 2006. The pragmatics of verbal irony: Echo or pretence? Lingua 116: 1722-1743. 

Wilson, D. &amp; D. Sperber. 2012. Explaining irony. In Meaning and Relevance. CUP. 

Wiślicki, J. 2020. Scare quotes as deontic modals. lingbuzz/005610 
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Communicating conceptual and perceptual dimensions of metaphor: a dual-route 

processing of mental imagery 

Mengyang Qiu 

 

Comprehending verbal metaphor is often reported to be accompanied by the experience of 

mental imagery (including visual, auditory, and those involving other sensory modals), which 

is usually taken as a kind of mental representations with quasi-perceptual properties and is 

constructed without direct external stimuli. Following recent research in relevance-theoretic 

pragmatics, I argue that at least for some metaphors, there would be a weakening or loss in 

terms of speaker’s intended contents without resorting to images. I suggest that there is a 

dual-route processing that give access to the relevant conceptual and perceptual dimensions 

of a metaphor. Drawing on ideas from embodied cognition, I also argue that images of this 

kind are associated with the hearer’s bodily experience. The construction of images involves 

further activation of a range of representations of different degrees of relevance. Attending to 

them gives rise to positive cognitive and perceptual effects that allow the hearer to better 

gauge the overall relevance of the utterance. In this way, mental imagery provides cues to 

ostension by ‘pointing to’ constituents from memory and bodily experience that perceptually 

resemble the sensory inputs from the represented object. It is also part of the speaker’s 

intended contents as a means to guide the hearer in their search for perceptually relevant 

effects. 
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Raising Students’ Awareness of Implicatures with the Use of Corpora.  

Aglaia Rouki  

 

Over the recent years, considerable attention has been paid to the teaching of pragmatics in 

general and particularly to the value of explicit teaching of pragmatics in an EFL classroom. 

In the Greek EFL context, English is taught from a very young age, yet proficient Greek 

speakers of English are confronted with several misunderstandings when communicating 

cross-culturally. The present research aimed to investigate the familiarity of Greek high-

school students with the concept of implicature and fill in a considerable gap within the field 

of teaching pragmatics in the EFL classroom of Greek schools with results that may 

influence the teaching of implicatures in English, possibly in other languages, too. The main 

purpose was to evaluate the effect of explicit teaching of implicatures with the use of 

authentic texts retrieved from corpora, and the development of teaching and testing 

materials towards raising and assessing learners’ pragmatic awareness. 

 

My research aimed to offer a complete approach to raising learners’ pragmatic awareness 

as it encompassed both teaching and testing materials based on real-life examples retrieved 

from corpus. Moreover, it focused on creative conversational implicatures rather than 

conventional ones, as conventionalized implicatures are formulaic and patterned and, thus, 

can be processed more easily by EFL learners without causing serious communicational 

breakdowns. Towards that direction, the Relevance-theoretic framework was adopted and 

the process of pre-test, teaching sessions on implicatures, post-test was followed both for 

the pilot and the main study. After the quantitative and qualitative evaluation of the findings, 

it was concluded that what makes particularized conversational implicatures amenable to 

teaching is the fact that they appeared in contexts retrieved from authentic resources instead 

of traditional, expository and non-authentic texts which fail to expose learners to real-life 

language. It was also confirmed that the process of implicature retrieval may be a crucial 

factor to induction, and advantageous for learners to process language on their own. Finally, 

it was verified that the Relevance- theoretic approach to implicatures is more adequate when 

it comes to defining what an implicature is and it is the most plausible approach to be 

adopted by teachers who intend to give prominence to the role of context in implicature 

retrieval. 



30 
 

  



31 
 

On the Clustering of Information-Structural Properties 

Daniel Sax 

 

Numerous approaches in the field of Information Structure posit a division between two 

parts of an utterance – TOPIC vs. COMMENT, THEME vs. RHEME, FOCUS vs. 

PRESUPPOSITION, etc. However, the categories posited and how they are defined have 

varied tremendously, with the resulting “terminological profusion and confusion” (Levinson 

1983) unfortunately showing little sign of convergence (Gundel &amp; Fretheim 2009, Matić 

&amp; Wedgwood 2013). In this presentation, I argue that Relevance Theory’s model of 

utterance interpretation sheds light on this theoretical impasse. 

 

Firstly, I propose that information-structural categories such as TOPIC or FOCUS are best 

viewed as prototype notions – as amalgams of properties that tend to cluster together. I 

consider a set of the definitional properties that have been used in the literature: 

 

● ABOUTNESS (object spoken about, thing said about it) 

● LINEAR POSITION (early vs. late) 

● GIVENNESS (given vs. new) 

● INTONATIONAL PROMINENCE (unstressed vs. stressed) 

● ADDRESSATION (where to store, what to store) 

● FRAME-SETTING (sets frame, applies within frame) 

● ALTERNATIVES (lack vs. presence of alternatives) 

● DEVELOPMENT (preparation vs. goal) 

 

As these are properties of quite disparate types (semantic, syntactic, prosodic, cognitive, 

discourse-interactional, etc.), they are not necessarily very comfortable bedfellows. The 

Information Structure literature has unfortunately focused on trying to identify the 

“correct” definitions, instead of asking the more fundamental question: Why should these 

properties tend to cluster together in the way they do, cross-linguistically? 

 

I propose that Relevance Theory provides a plausible explanation for this clustering. 

Namely, the properties of the TOPIC/THEME side of the information-structural division relate 

to the process of CONTEXT SELECTION, whereas those of the FOCUS/RHEME side relate 

to the mutually-parallel process of deriving COGNITIVE EFFECTS. 

 

Gundel & Fretheim (2009) “Information Structure” in: Grammar, Meaning & Pragmatics. 

Levinson (1983) Pragmatics. 

Matić & Wedgwood (2013) The Meanings of Focus. Journal of Pragmatics. 
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The Burden of Communication: Is there a Real ‘Developmental Dilemma’? 

Edoardo Vaccargiu and Diana Mazzarella 

 

According to the ostensive-inferential model, communication relies on a nested structure of 

communicative and informative intentions that involve high-order meta-representations 

(Wilson & Sperber, 2004). This idea - also called the ‘recursive mindreading claim’ (Scott-

Phillips, 2014) – has raised important questions concerning the cognitive requirements for 

the development of communicative abilities in early ontogeny (e.g., Millikan, 2005; Breheny, 

2006; Moore, 2017). In this work, we will focus on the so-called “Complex inference 

objection” to the ostensive-inferential model: communicative intentions are second-order 

intentions, hence, the ability to infer them may be difficult to acquire for developing minds 

(see Bar-On, 2013; Geurts, 2019). Our aim is to provide a conceptual analysis of this 

objection moving from the following questions: Where does this alleged complexity come 

from? What makes the inferential process difficult to be carried out? By disentangling two 

possible sources for this complexity, we spell out how the Complex inference objection can 

be faced from a relevance-theoretic perspective. Firstly, we will highlight how available 

evidence in developmental research can pave the way for addressing it. Then, following 

Csibra (2010), we will show how the processing of communicative intentions can be 

procedurally distinguished from that of non-communicative second-order mental states, thus 

reducing the meta-representational burden required to entertain the intentional structure of 

the ostensive-inferential model. Finally, we outline the impact of our analysis on the 

‘recursive mindreading claim’ and on the hypothesis of a dedicated pragmatic module 

(Sperber & Wilson, 2002).  

 

Bar-On, D. (2013). Origins of Meaning: Must we “Go Gricean?”. Mind & Language, 28: 342- 

375. 

Breheny, R. (2006). Communication and folk psychology. Mind & Language, 21: 74-107. 

Csibra, G. (2010). Recognizing Communicative Intentions in Infancy. Mind & Language, 25 

(2): 141-168. 

Geurts, B. (2019). What’s wrong with Gricean pragmatics. Retrieved online: 

https://exlingsociety.com/images/Proceedings/ExLing_2019/10_0001_000363.pdf 

Moore, R. (2017). Gricean communication and cognitive development. The Philosophical 

Quarterly, 67 (267): 303-326, 

Millikan, R. (2005). Language: a Biological Model. Oxford: OUP. 

Scott-Phillips, T. (2014). Speaking our minds: why human communication is different, and 

how language evolved to make it special. Basingstoke: Palgrave-Macmillan. 

Sperber, D., Wilson, D. (2002). Pragmatics, Modularity and Mind-Reading. Mind & 

Language, 17: 3-23. 

Wilson, D., & Sperber, D. (2004). Relevance theory. In: Horn, L.R., Ward, G.L. (Eds.), 

Handbook of Pragmatics. Blackwell Publishing, Oxford, 607-632. 
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Speaker Cancellation of Potential Implicatures: Discourse Structure and Relevance 

Begoña Vicente Cruz 

 

In this talk I explore the conditions that make speaker cancellation of a potential 

conversational implicature a pragmatically acceptable conversational move, focusing on 

quantity inferences. As we would expect, contextual implications that make the utterance 

relevant as expected are strongly communicated and therefore not felicitously speaker 

cancelled (Sternau et al 2015, 2017). Quantity implications are no exception to this 

generalization, but because only when they are involved is it the case that the cancelling 

phrase entails the meaning of the previous utterance, the question arises as to what justifies 

this apparently irrational conversational behaviour. 

 

To answer this question Mayol & Castroviejo’s (2013) (M&C) propose a Question Under 

Discussion Constraint on the cancelling of scalar implicatures (SIs), which predicts that SIs 

will not be felicitously cancelled when they contribute content to the discourse topic as 

identified by the focus structure of the utterance 

 

I show that their constraint applies across the board to all pragmatically derived implications, 

but is always subject to more general contextual relevance conditions that may override it. 

Specifically, I show that formally identical question-answer sequences containing an SI 

trigger and the same focal structure will require lower or upper bounding of the scalar 

depending on what contextual assumptions are accessible in the context of utterance, which 

will in turn affect the acceptability of a subsequent cancelling phrase. 

 

I argue that the RT account of focus as signalling the main source of effects of the utterance 

(cf. Sperber & Wilson 1986, Sax 2011) does not run into the difficulties that M&C’s 

discourse-oriented account comes up against in its predictions of SI cancellability, and more 

generally, that in so far as processing effort directly affects the likelihood that an SI might be 

derived as intended, it will also indirectly affect its availability for cancellation. 

 

Mayol, L. & Castroviejo, E. 2013 “How to cancel and implicature”, Journal of Pragmatics 

50:84-104. 

Sax, D. 2011. “Sentence Stress and the Procedures of Comprehension”, in V. Escandell-

Vidal, M. Leonetti & A. Ahern (eds.), Procedural Meaning: Problems and Perspectives. 

Emerald, 347-381 

Sperber, D. & Wilson, D. 1986 Relevance: Communication and Cognition. Oxford: 

Blackwell; Cambridge, M.A.: Harvard University Press, 2nd edition 1995. 

Sternau, M., Ariel, M., Giora, R. & Fein, O. 2015 “Levels of interpretation: new tools for 

characterising intended meanings”, Journal of Pragmatics 84:86-110. 

Sternau, M., Ariel, M., Giora, R., Fein, O. 2017 “Deniability and explicatures”, in R. Giora & 

M. Haugh (eds.) Doing pragmatics interculturally. Berlin/Boston: Walter de Gruyter, pp. 

97-120. 
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Relevance Theory, Ineffability and the Parthenon Marbles 

Chara Vlachaki 

 

Words are incredibly useful communicative tools, and yet they fail us every day. When we try 

to communicate thoughts mixed with feelings and emotions or when we try to explain what 

poems or artworks mean to us, they are simply not enough. The linguistic term for this 

phenomenon, when something cannot be adequately paraphrased using words, is 

‘descriptive ineffability’. How we deal with ineffability within a theory of utterance 

interpretation is a challenge. According to relevance theory (Sperber and Wilson, 

1986/1995), since inference operates over propositions what is conveyed in ineffable cases 

is regarded as arrays of propositions. However, I argue that there is evidence to suggest that 

the ineffable aspects of what we broadly call meaning might be non-propositional (Fabb, 

2021; Kolaiti, 2015; 2019; McCallum and Mitchell, 2021). A recent affective turn in 

relevance-theoretic pragmatics attempts to bridge the gap between 

propositionality and non-propositionality, between communication, cognition and affect by 

introducing two new types of effects: affective effects (de Saussure and Wharton, 2020; 

[forthcoming]; Wharton, 2021; Wharton et al., 2021) and perceptual effects (Kolaiti, 2020). 

These are intended to accompany the notion of cognitive effects. However, on certain 

occasions, experiencing art might lead to something else which cannot be solely and fully 

explained by any of these three notions. Therefore, I propose a new theoretical tool, 

ineffable effects, which occur only when the viewer recognises the ineffable resonating with 

the artwork and becomes fully immersed in what I call an ‘ineffable experience’. To 

demonstrate my claim, I show how the ineffable is communicated through sculptures and 

ekphrastic poetry, i.e. poems about works of art. The sculptures in question are the 

Parthenon Marbles, which triggered Keats into writing On Seeing the Elgin Marbles. Keats’s 

experience as portrayed in the sonnet seems to have yielded ineffable effects triggered by 

the Parthenon Marbles. 

 

de Saussure, L. and Wharton, T. (2020). Relevance, effects and affect. International Review of 

Pragmatics, 12(2), pp. 183-205. 
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‘Like a Rolling Stone’: How do Similes Differ from Literal Comparisons? 

Xinxin Yan 

 

So far very few theoretical works in pragmatics have discussed the uses of similes, their 

relation to literal comparison statements, and their mental comprehension processes. While 

some have investigated the relationship between similes and corresponding metaphors 

(Bowdle &amp; Gentner, 2005; Glucksberg &amp; Haught, 2006), no studies have looked 

into the potential processing and interpretive differences between similes and literal 

comparisons. 

 

The primary aim of my research is to explicate simile as a figure of speech, using the 

relevance-theoretic framework: what are similes (‘figurative comparisons’ or ‘hedged 

metaphors’)? How do they differ from ordinary literal comparisons, on the one hand, and 

metaphors, on the other? I suggest that the continuity between literal and figurative 

(metaphorical) categorical assertions claimed by standard relevance theory (Sperber &amp; 

Wilson, 2008) carries over to comparison statements. Similarly, literal and figurative 

comparisons have no genuine, clear-cut distinctions in their uses and mental processing. 

However, the fact that similes convey figurative meanings by comparing entities that are not 

literally alike (e.g., ‘John is like a rolling stone’) calls for an extra step of ‘relevant’ property 

modification (to be more specific, ‘property loosening’) together with the basic property 

attribution mechanism employed in interpreting literal comparisons (e.g., ‘John is like his 

father’). Similes are figurative, not because it compares two unlike things, but because the 

relevant respects of similarity between the two concepts are only true in a metaphorical way. 

It is hypothesized that this additional pragmatic operation leads simile comprehension to be 

more difficult and effort-costing than the comprehension of literal comparisons. This property 

loosening process might also enable the derivation of more ‘emergent properties’ in 

interpreting similes than literal comparisons (e.g., a typical emergent property of the example 

simile above describes John as ‘a person without ties to anyone or any place’). 

 

 

 


