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In this presentation…
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• Mental imagery: what it is and how it works 

• Metaphor in relevance theory 

• Dual-route processing 

• Summary
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It has been found again! 

What? Eternity. 

It’s the sea mingled 

with the sun. 

Arthur Rimbaud, ‘A Season in Hell’1

1. Rimbaud, A. (2003). A season in hell and other works. Appelbaum, S., Ed. & Trans. Mineola, New York: Dover Publications, pp. 2-45. 
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Can we integrate mental imagery into a pragmatic theory? 



What is mental imagery?
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[Mental images are] representations and the accompanying experience of sensory information without a 

direct external stimulus. Such representations are recalled from memory and lead one to re-experience a 

version of the original stimulus or some novel combination of stimuli’ (Pearson et al. 2015: 590).   

• No pictures in the head 

• Doesn’t require direct stimuli, but involves perceptual processing (Viera and Nanay 2020)  

• Voluntary or involuntary 

• Conscious or unconscious (Kwok et al. 2019, Nanay 2021, Sullivan-Bissett 2019) 



How does mental imagery work?
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• Kosslyn (1980):

• McGinn (2004): different cases of ‘seeing’ 

• See with our eyes, experience via our brain. 

• Imagining is active, whereas perception is passive. 

• A dichotomy between perception and imagining

mapped onto

raw data image on the screen

perceptual surface representationconceptual deep representation



Mental imagery is a genuine experience in metaphor reading, 

but it is a by-product of inference.
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Metaphor in relevance theory (1/2)

• A kind of loose-use of language (Sperber and Wilson 1986/1995) 

• Processed in fundamentally the same as other linguistic expressions 

• Making manifest: one or two strong implicatures, or a wide range of weak implicatures 

• Ad hoc concepts (Carston 2002, 2010) 

• constructed on-the-fly (not stored in memory) 

• contextually adjusted and fine-tuned 

• explicitly communicated
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Metaphor in relevance theory (2/2) 

• ‘John’s date is a block of ice.’ 

• John’s date is A BLOCK OF ICE*. 

• John’s date is COLD*. 

• John’s date is UNAPPROACHABLE*. 

• Occasion-specific mental files (Carston 2012, Recanati 2004, Sperber and Wilson 1998) 

• Provide basis for further inference 

• Mental imagery is salient in metaphor reading as a by-product. 



• Cues to ostension by ‘pointing to’ constituents from memory and experience 

• Activation of a range of representations 

• Attending to them helps to better gauge the overall relevance
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My proposal
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Dual-route processing (1/3)

• Green beauty, tranquil and at leisure;  

Red garments, light then dark again. 

The flower’s heart grieves, about to break: 

From spring colours, how can the heart be known?2  

• Conceptual route:	

a. Explicature: The GRIEVING HEART* of the FLOWER* is about to BREAK*. 

b. Contextual assumptions:  

              i. The FLOWER* with a GRIEVING HEART* is SAD*. 

              ii. One is SAD* when bad things happen. 

              iii. Withering is a BAD THING* for the FLOWER*. 

c. Contextual implication: The FLOWER* with a GRIEVING HEART* is about to wither.

2. Wang Wei, ‘The Red Peony’, cited in Yu (1981: 218) 
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Dual-route processing (2/3)

• Perceptual route: 

a. Mental images: <a red flower with green leaves>, <the flower is withering> 

b. Points of connection:  

i. a feeling of melancholy when imagining the contrast 

ii. an imaginative experience of being in a similar situation as the flower 

              iii. a feeling of loss about not having enough time 

• Intended contents: 

a. Speaker’s meaning (through self-expression): Beautiful things do not last. I will get old before I 

make great achievements. 

b. Non-propositional effects on the reader: mental images, an impression, an emotional state, etc.
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Dual-route processing (3/3)

• Imagery prompts an intuitive but relevant experience at lower cost. 

• More frequently established (more accessible) 

• Mainly require lower-level processing  

• Benefits: 

• Brings into attention how a situation is to be experienced (Saussure 2021)  

• Leads to an intuitive quasi-perceptual processing, which leads to a shift of attention (Kolaiti 2020) 

• Note: it should not be confused with interpretation.
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Integrate the perceptual and conceptual dimensions in language processing? 
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Integrating the perceptual and the conceptual (1/3)

• Certain areas in the right hemisphere are involved in processing figurative language (Bottini et al. 1994; Yang 2014) 

and more ‘literal’ use (Diaz and Eppes 2018).  

• Imagery guides the reader’s attention to focus on specific aspects of the utterance.  

• Kolaiti (2019): some human actions are perceptually driven. 

•  Perceptual effects - modifications on the perceptual and sensorimotor systems 

• Imagery is a metarepresentation of the type of perceptual experience. 

• Our perceptual response to the stimulus 

• A simulation of the experience 

• Attribution of response
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• Barsalou (1999): the perceptual symbol system 

• Cognition is inherently perceptual.

Integrating the perceptual and the conceptual (2/3)

• Perceptual symbols also operate on introspection. 

• Perceptual symbols can be used to run simulations in the absence of events. 

• Simulations are always partial and biased. 

• Simulations are flexible and productive.

Experience
parsed, selected, represented reactivated

Perceptual symbols
records of neural states

Response
systematic
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• Mental imagery can be considered as a case of simulation. 

• In a lone boat, rain cloak and a hat of reeds, 

an old man’s fishing the cold river snow.3 

• <Fishing in the cold river snow> 

• Perceptually resembles the sensory input 

• Further activates other mental representations 

• Conceptually relevant  

• Perceptually or affectively relevant

Integrating the perceptual and the conceptual (3/3)

3. Liu Tsung-Yuan, River Snow (Hinton, D., Trans.). In Weinberger, E. (Ed.), The new directions anthology of Classical Chinese poetry. New York: New Directions Publishing Corporation, pp. 139. 
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• Mental imagery plays a more active role in verbal communication as has been recognised.

Summary

• Metaphor is both understood and ‘felt’.

Mental image Constituents from 
experience

cues Representationsaccess to

Cognitive & perceptual 
effects Aspects of a stimulus

attention

Speaker’s intention



19

References

• Barsalou, L. W. (1999). Perceptual symbol systems. Behavioral and Brain Sciences, 22(4), pp. 577-660. 

• Bottini, G., Corcoran, R., Sterzi, R., Paulesu, E., Schenone, P., Scarpa, P., Frackowiak, R. S., and Frith, D. (1994). The role of the right hemisphere in the interpretation 
of figurative aspects of language a positron emission tomography activation study. Brain, 117(6), pp. 1241-1253.  

• Carston, R. (2002). Metaphor, ad hoc concepts and word meaning–more questions than answers. UCL Working Papers in Linguistics, 14, pp. 83-105. 

• Carston, R. (2010). Metaphor: Ad hoc concepts, literal meaning and mental images. Proceedings of the Aristotelian Society, 110(3), pp. 295-321. 
• Carston, R. (2012). Word meaning and concept expressed. The Linguistic Review, 29(4), pp. 607-623.  
• Diaz, M. T., and Eppes, A. (2018). Factors influencing right hemisphere engagement during metaphor comprehension [Mini Review]. Frontiers in psychology, 9, pp. 

414.  
• Kolaiti, P. (2019). The limits of expression: Language, literature, mind. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press. 

• Kolaiti, P. (2020). Perceptual relevance and art: Some tentative suggestions. Journal of Literary Semantics, 49(2), pp. 99-117.  
• Kosslyn, S. M. (1980). Image and mind. Cambridge, MA: Harvard University Press.  
• Kwok, E. L., Leys, G., Koenig-Robert, R., and Pearson, J. (2019). Measuring thought-control failure: Sensory mechanisms and individual differences. Psychological 

Science, 30(6), pp. 811-821.  
• McGinn, C. (2004). Mindsight: Image, dream, meaning. London; Cambridge, Mass.: Harvard University Press.  
• Nanay, B. (2021). Implicit bias as mental imagery. Journal of the American Philosophical Association, 7(3), pp. 329-347.  
• Pearson, J., Naselaris, T., Holmes, E. A., and Kosslyn, S. M. (2015). Mental imagery: Functional mechanisms and clinical applications. Trends in Cognitive Sciences, 

19(10), pp. 590-602.  
• Recanati, F. (2004). Literal meaning. Cambridge University Press. 

• Saussure, L. d. (2021). An experiential view on what makes literature relevant. In Ifantidou, E., L. de Saussure, and T. Wharton (Eds.), Beyond meaning. John 
Benjamins, pp. 99-118.  

• Sperber, D., and Wilson, D. (1986/1995). Relevance: Communication and cognition. Blackwell.  
• Sperber, D., and Wilson, D. (1998). The mapping between the mental and the public lexicon. In Carruthers, P., and J. Boucher (Eds.), Language and thought: 

Interdisciplinary themes. Cambridge: Cambridge University Press, pp. 184–200. 
• Sullivan-Bissett, E. (2019). Biased by our imaginings. Mind & Language, 34(5), pp. 627-647.  
• Viera, G., and Nanay, B. (2020). Temporal mental imagery. In Abraham, A. (Ed.), The Cambridge handbook of the imagination. Cambridge University Press, pp. 

227-240. 
• Yang, J. (2014). The role of the right hemisphere in metaphor comprehension: A meta-analysis of functional magnetic resonance imaging studies. Human Brain 

Mapping, 35(1), pp. 107-122. 

• Yu, P. (1981). Metaphor and Chinese poetry. Chinese Literature: Essays, Articles, Reviews (CLEAR), 3(2), pp. 205-224.



Thank you.
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