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POBTIC EFFECTS: A RELEVANCE FERSPECTIVE

Adrian PILXINGTON

Abstract !

The pew account of poetic effects in Sparber and Vilgson (1986)
offers romowed hopa for the establishment of a thearatical
prograame for literary studies. Litarary theory needs a theory of
verbal communication that can describe and explain such effects. A
theary of verbal communication, on tho other hand, needs to ba able
to describo and axplain thesa effects and how they are communicated.
This paper argues the nmutual advantage to litaerary and verbal
comnunication theory of davoloping the rolevance theory account of
poatic effects, and omphasises {n particular the broader
ioplications for litorary studies.

1. Introduction 2

Hopes that closer links between linguistics and literary theory
night provide more satisfactory theories of roading, in particular,
theories of reading literature, have boan accompanied by complaints
that each side has failed to appraciate what tho other has to offer,
has amisappropriated the othar's terminology and watered down
concepts. Yot the zeed to ctrengthon such links is important.
Literary thecries assume theories of vaerbal communication and should
be prepared to make these more axplicit. Pragmatics, on the ather
hand, should be comprehansive ancugh in its scopa to account for
what and how literary texts communicato. This paper will argue that
relevance theory, as cutlined in Sparbar and Vilson (1986), holds
cut great promiso to those interested in daveloping a ‘literary
pragmatics’ which is grounded in a sound explanatory theory of
varbal communication and which can interact with 1literary
theoratical concerns about the mature of literary communication.

The firet section of this papor will argua the need far a
theoretical literary pragmatice within litarary etudies, to describe
and explain the communication of poatic effscta. The niddle
sections will provide an 1inevitably &implifiod and incomplate
account of relevance theory and dovelop its account of poetic
motaphor. A final coction will lock at an examplo of stylictic and
litorary criticism fronm a Relovanco thcorotic perspactive.

2. Literary pragaatics and literary studies *

Literary studies can be viewed as an ecseentially humanistic
discipline, engaged in the interpretation and evaluation of texts,
such tagks baing aided by taxtual echaolarship and the contaxt-
valisation provided by biographical and historical rcscarch. This
view has boen increasingly challanged during the cource of this
contury by calls for a theoretical disciplize, related to or based on
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insights from linguistic theory, and centred on questions about the
nature of literature and tbe process of making sense of literary
texts. One line of argument has been that it is not legitimate to
do criticism - to engage in interprotation and evaluation - without
reflacting upon underlying assumptions about what literature is and
bow we make sange of it. Tho first question I would like to address
ie: what kind of theoretical discipline might literary studies ba?

Early attempts this century to establish a theoretical
progranae, for example by the Russian Formalists, aought a
definition of literature, or ‘literariness’, in features of the
language found in literary texts. The aim of such language, it was
argued, was to draw attention to itself and to ‘defamiliarise'.
Similar attempts ware made 1in linguistics, psycholegy and
anthropology to achieve sciontific status by taking as data only
what is directly observabla. The main problea with such approaches
is that what 1is sgignificant overt behavicur - {in this casa
linguistic behavicur - can only be daterminod by appeals to people‘s
ideas about what 1s sigunificant. It is only poosible to describe
what literature is, for example, by taking into account readers*
exparience. Cartain Formalist {dcas have enricked 1literary
stylistics, but as a theoretical programne Formalism bhas bad to
give way to or becoze absorbed into theories of reading and how wa
make songe of literary texts.

It had been thought that theory was only possible 1f one could
avoid going into the minds of individual readers. If, however, one
wac unable to defina litorature without appealing to readers’ ideas
about litarature how was one to proceed? The reason why semiotics
and structuraliem had such a treaendous and exciting impact on
literary studies was that thoy offerod a way ocut of this impacse.
Thesa approaches addresged the question: how do we make saense of
literary texts? Their answer was that, as all communication
operates through codes or aystems of eigns, so there are
spocifically litarary codes, structures and systems of signs, which
enable us to nake sonse of literary comnunication. Literary codes,
althcugh ecmehow ropresented in the minds of individuals are
convantional, ochared, and henco have a kind of objective status. Tho
task of literary theory, then, is to oxplore literary codes, describe
them and explain how tkey ocperato. This theoretical prograame,
however, has failed to satisfactorily locate euch codes. The @earch
Geems sometimes to have been downgraded, as it appears to be in
Culler (1975), to a discuscion of genaral ad bhoc discource
convantions, which aro too vaguely dofined to ba of any use to a
fully axplanatory theory.

One of tho major criticiems of cuch a theoretical undertaking
aust ba that the code-modal view of comzunication is now generally
cean as descriptively inadequate. Since Grice (1975) models of
varbal ccmnunication have had to find a role for inferomce. Ono
night say that semiotic and structuralist theories confuse their
camantice and their pragmatics. Thay assume that a decoding

laads directly (in the case of reading) from marks on the
page to thoughte in tho mind of the reader. Although it 15 clear
that language itself is a code it ic also clear, as will be argued
more fully in the next section, that infarezcing plays an cesantial
role in verbal comaunication.
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Hot only is the search far literary codes illusory them, but
caniotic and structuralist theories inavitably fail to provide
realistic psychological accounts of tke roading process. Beo's
(1961) sopbisticated attempt to davolop an axplicit semictic theory
of reading, for example, is totally inadequate in this respect. He
argues for the reader’'s creative role in choosing which of the
virtual properties of the comemos present in a text arc to be
actualiged. But ha fails to discuss tha principles according to
vhick readers make their choice, or to discuse more generally what
drives the intarpretation process. An answer to such questions is
esgential 1f one is to bave a cound explanatory theory: reading is
nothing if not a psychological process.

Kiparsky (I987) accuses Jakobscn's (1960) programme for
literary studies of failing to bear fruit because it was founded in
an {nadequate pre-Chanckyan linguistics and an equally inadequate
saniotic communication theory. Ho argues, bowaver, that given a
superiar linguistice and theory of verbal coanunication (here
pointing to Sperber and Vilson (19086)), Jakobson's attempt to
eatablish a theory should be dafended againat 'anti-thecrists' such
as Pigh. Kiparcky eides with what ho sees as Jakobson's
‘esgentialist’ pocition, against what he taras Pish's
‘conventionalist' position.

The conventionalist view of literary studies - that meanings
do not reside in texts: they are imposed upon toxts through
conventions of reading by ‘interpretative communities’' - might be
seod either as an alternative theory or a challenge to theory. Fish
(1980: ch.14) discusees an axercise he parformed with a group of
students trained in reading English religicus poatry of tke 17th
cantury. He left a list of names (of linguists and a literary
critic) on the board after a previcus class and told his students
that it was a religicus poem he wanted them to comment upca. Thay
duly proceoded to give a fairly convincing interpretation. And so,
says Fish, it is not 60 nuch what is in tho text that counts, but
bow one reads it, the implication being that if you read a taxt as
literature it becomes literary. Culler (1975) makes a sinilar point
when ha takes a ploce of ordinary journalisa and sats it dowa en
tho page in the form of a poam. :

The view that literature is what ons roads as literature, the
conventionalist position, is cne I would strongly wish to challenge.
For ore thing I would argue that mogt attampts to duplicate Culler's
experimeat would look too much 1like journalistic prose chopped up
and put into lines to resemble pootry. Sinmtilarly nost postry
writtan out as pross would look like poetry written cut as prose.
1f it wero possible to croate pooms in this way, then fiftean
ainutes with a nowspapar, eciseors, papar and glus would be aenough
to prepare a completo manuscript to send off to Fabar and Paber.
Vere this attemptod the moro difficult job might bo to persuade the
editors that it did not mattor about the quality of the ‘poams’, the
point was that thoy could bo read as pooms. The real paint,
however, {s that yalua (or what | am calling pootic effocts) is
central to poems. This is why poets bother to work through various
drafts of poans: it is not sufficient that first and final drafts
can both bo read as poems. Vhatever conventions of reading are
iapcsed from tho outside only a certain range of taxtas will



comnunicate poetic effects. Tho religicus cymbols discovered in the
list of linguists'’ names are not poetic symbols. The cryptic cross-
word view of reading poanc that Fich ceems to encouragoe leaves one
asking the question : why all this effort for such meagre returans?

Fish's conventionalist positfon has no devaloped theory of
verbal communication and sees no need for a psychological account
of reading. The kinds of linguisticc and communication thecry that
Kiparsky's essentialist position argues are fundamental to a sound
thearetical programme in literary etudies receive support from Fabbd
(1988). Here Fabdb argues that Saussurean linguistice is ‘of
historical interest but of 1little current relevance' for linguists
today. Structuralists and poststructuraliste in 1literary theory,
bowevar, find Saussuro's idoas to be vital to their concerns. The
reagon for thic strange state of affairs, it ic suggested, is that
linguistice and literary studies are two esseatially diffarent kinde
of discipline. Chomskyan linguistic theory investigates structures
which are actually there in the mind/brain. It makes predictive
ctatanents which can be tested against the facts. Literary theory,
on the other hand, is the kind of apricri discipline that Saussure
envisaged for linguistics, ‘'exiscting in advance of (and creating) ite
object, rathar than being daerived from ite objact.' (Fabb,1988:52).
It seems to me, however, that thosa literary theories relying on
Sausgurean concepts ehould bo called into question, not only in the
cantext of modern linguistic theory, but aleo of pragmatic theory.
If one accepts a theory of communication such as relavance theory,
as Fabb axplicitly does, then ono shouta be able to accept a theory
of literary communication, a theory of poetic affects, that is not,
as relevance theory i not, an a priori thoary.

Ona of the koy questions acked by current litarary thecry ia:
how do we interprot literary texts? 1 will leave the relevance
theory answer to this questicn till tha next cection. Here 1 would
like to suggest that questions about ovaluation sbould be as
foportant to the literary theorist as questions about interpretation.
In fact the question of value, which I would link to tha question of
postic offects, i8 tho central fact that theary has to explain. Vhy
is 1t that final drafts of poene are so differeat from first drafts?
Quita simply, the differemce ic one of valus, of poatic effects. It
is this that the poet is trying to achiove, not an intarprotative
puzzle. It is becausa the quostion of value is not central that
otker theoretical approaches often end up talking about taxts in
ganeral, or reject tho distinction botween the litarary and the nom-
literary, or argue that any toxt can be read as ‘litarary’.

I would algo argue that a theorotical litarary pragmatics
chould not intrude upon criticicn. Lodge's (1986) discussion of
Heningway's ‘Cat in the Rain' i a clear example of tbeory dictating
to criticisn. lodge discusses Hagopian's interpretaticn of the man
in the rubber cape as a syabol of contraception and concludos that
such an interpretation is impossible baocause rain can synbolise
fertility only ‘when definmed by opposition to drought'. Immediatoly
prior to thie Lodge states:

'Haore, it coans to me, the ctructuralist notion of language

as a cystan of differencoc and meaning as the product of

structural oppositicns can geauinely belp to settle a point

of interpratation.’ (Lodgo 1986: 30).
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This seems to me to be a patantly absurd argument. Leaving aside
the quasticn of whethor one accopts this definitfon of language and
meaning - which most contemporary linguictic theorists do not -
theory should surely be describing and explaining readings, not the
other way round.

My view is that litarary studies chould comprise two distinct
but related disciplines. On the one hand {interpretative and
evaluative criticisn 1s an essontially bumanistic discipline. Its
iosights are intuitive and porsonal. It is written to share
exparicnces of reading which it considars valuable, and to enhance
appraciation. It should not bo written to make points about the
relationsbip between signifiers and signifieds. On the other hand,
a theoretical digscipline is pocsible, based on a thecretical literary
pragnaticc that coeks to describo and explain poatic effects. Thig
theoratical discipline roquires that the other humanistic discipline
thrive, because theory nocessarily needs to work with, describe and
explain the readings that criticism produces. A good theary of
reading literary texts that encompasces pootic effects needs to be
based on a theory of communication that is degcriptively and
explanatorily mcre adequate than previous cemiotic models. Such a

theory, 1 beliave, is relovanca theory, to which I turn in the naxt
section.

3. Relevance thocry: an overview <

Belevance theary assumes that a coding process Iinking
Phonetic or graphemic patterns to camantic represontations takes
place automatically within the language module {language being an
{nput wsystem, as argued in Podor(1983)) and that these
repregsentations are passod on to the central thought processes far
pragaatic inferoncing. The infarencing procass involves disambigu-
ation, reference assignmont, the eariching of saemantic (concaptual)
representations and addition of =material to sachiave fully
propositional forms, and then the possible derivation of
implicatures. (Thase will be illustrated shortly).

The code model of verbal communication, linking phonetic or
graphemic patterns directly to conplete conceptual representations,
is rejectad as descriptively inadequate. Comounication affects
possibilities of thought rather than transfarring thoughts from ona
mind to ancther by means of a code that links signal-measage pairs.
Sets of assumptions are derived through an inforence process that
exploite decoded cemantic represantations. Their effects within a
given mind are not ontirely predictable.

The key to pragmatic inferoncing ic tho principle of relovance
which ctates that avery act of infereatial communication carries a
guarantee of its own optimal relevance, i.e. a guarantee that the
bearer will derive a satisfying range of cognitive effocts for the
nintaun justifiable processing effort. Tho cognitivoe effects can be
in the form of contextual implications, confirmations and
ctrongthenings of already held ascumptions, ar contradictions af
already held assumptions which lead to their baing abandoned.
Quoting from Sperber and Vilson (1985/1986:162): "Tha cpeaker's task
ie to make sure that the thought sho intends to convey is
consietent with tho principle of relevanco: otharwise, she rung the



rigk of not being properly understcod. The hearer's task is to find
the interpretation which 1is conscistent with the principle of
relevance; otherwise, he runs the risk of aisunderstanding the
utterance or not underctanding it at all.”

Relevance theory clains to ba able to account more
satisfactorily for a wider range of communication than much modern
pragmatics does. It claine for instanca to offer a precise account
of vaguer connunicative effects. Two examples from Sparber and
Vilson (1986) will {llustrate this.

(1) Peter: Do ycu want some coffee?
Mary: Coffee would keep me awake,

For. Pater's utterance, reference would have to be assigmed to ‘you’,
‘coffee’ would have to be disambiguated, ‘somo’ and ‘want’ would have
to be enriched and furtker information would bhave to be added about
time befora a fully propositional form could be arrived at. The
following might be a rough version of such a proposition (with mcre
or less precise values aseigned to x and t):

(2) Nary wants to drink a cartain amgunt x of coffee drink at
time t.

The propositional form is embedded in & genaral speech act type
given by the linguistic form of the utterance (in particular here,
the word order), and thence in a propositional attitude such as:

(3) Peter wants to know whother ...

if this is taken to be a genuino question, which it eurely would be
hore. Within a givaen context tho utterance might encourage Mary to
access furthor contextual assumptions. The full propositional form
i arrived at through the criterion of consictency with tha
principle of relevance. Clearly if Poter and Mary were chopping in
a csupermarket, then enriching ‘want' to mean ‘want to buy' and
diganmbiguating ‘coffoa’ to mean tin or jar or packet of coffoe beans
or powder would be more appropriate eince it would lead to a
Gatisfactory range of contaxtual effocts, and at less offort than the
{ntarpretation given in (2). If thay were at home then proposition
(2) would be likely to yield an interprotation consistent with the
principle of relevance. Understanding Patar's uttorance to have come
with a guarantee of relevanca, Nary would take tho most accessible
propusition to be tho one Petor intsnded her to accept, provided it
had sufficient contoxtual effocts and, put her to no unjustifiable
effort in achieving tham.

Focuseing now on Nary's reply a eimilar process would lead to
another full propositional form being accossed. In order for it to
have relavance in the contaxt of Pator's question ono of the
following peirs of {aplicated prenise and implicated conclusion
would typically need to be acccssed:
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(4)(a) Mary does not want to stay awake.
(d) Nary does not want coffee.

(5)(a) Nary does want to ctay awake.
(b) Mary does want coffee.

If Mary had answered Peter directly, (4)(a) or (5)(a) would probably
not bave needed to be acceased. The extra processing effort
iovolved in deducing (4)(b) or (S)(b) from the combination of
@ @), or (B)(a) with Mary's utterance must be offsat by furtker
contextual effects not obtainable from tho direct amswer. It is
inportant to note here that (4)(a), @by, S)(a) and (B)(b) are all
fully determinate {implicatures apd it g possible to say that
through har utterance Mary conmits herself to the truth of ome of
these pairs.
Anotber example should belp to introduce a further argument.

(6) Peter: Vould you drive a Narcedes?
Mary: I wouldn't drive ANY expensive car.

Peter would use the following assuaption derived from encyclopeedic
infornation about expensive cars as an implicated preaisa:

(7) A Nercedes is an expensive car.

Nary's utterance in (6) procesgsed {n the contoxt of (7) would yleld
the following implicated conclusion:

8) Nary would not drive a Nercedos.

By not answering Peter directly Mary has demanded greatar
processing effort from bhim but achieves consistoncy with the
principla of relevance in that a whole range of further possible
agsuaptions are made nutually manifest.  Some of these, as for
exanple (7), would be etrongly implicatod. Pater could add, anong
others, the following premises and conclusions:

) (a) A Rolls Royce is an expensive car.
(b) Nary would not drive a Rolls Royce.
(10> (a) A Cadillac ic an expensive car.
(b) Nary would not drive a Cadillac.

It is uncertain, however, that Mary is as fully committed to the
truth of (9) and (10) as she 15 to (7) and (8), although it ic also
clcar that Peter would be entitled to bold assumptions (9)(b) and
(10)(b) relatively strongly. He might also access the following:

(11)(a) An Alfa Romeo is an expensive car.
(b) Nary would not drive an Alfa Romeco.

One could argue that if Pator derived assumption (11)(b) then it
would be more weakly implicated than (9)(b) and (10)(b). Pater
could continue to spoculate about other carc that Nary would not
drive. He might also find it worth the effort to use (12)(a) as a
contoxt for accessing (12)(b):
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(12)¢a) People who would not drive an exponsive car would not
go on a cruice either.
(b) Nary would not go on a cruise.

However, there is no reason to think (in normal circumstancas) that
this 1 part of what Nary wanted to compunicate. The exanples
provided {llustrate that there is no clear cut-off point between
assuaptions which tho cpeakor certainly endorses and assunptions
derived purely on the hoarer's responsibility. <(The hearer could go
on to speculata further about Mary's character.)

One further example, which will not be explored here in datail,
shows that it is sometimes the caco that although tke speaker
clearly intends to make manifest a range of implicated assumptions,
it is oot clear that any of these need be specifically intended.

(13) Peter: Vhat do you intend to do today?
Nary: I have a terrible headacha.

The point is that some utterances comnunicate a deterainate
sat of assumptions, all strongly andorsed by the speaker; otker
vtterances communicate a relatively indeterainate set of
asgunptions, only some, or maybe none, of which are clearly ondorsed
by the speaker. Nodern pragsatics tesds to concentrate on
deterninate implicaturcs and fails to recognice that, rather than
two clacses ‘of implicature, daterninate and indeterminate, thare is a
continvun from fully daterainato to very indeterminate. Code model
thearists and cenmioticians have no psychologically adequate way of
axplaining the ‘vague’ or ‘connotative' effects that occur at the
indatorminate end of the continuum. But a precise account of this
indatarminacy i6 escential for a coaprebensive theory of verbal
connunication. Its paortinence to the discuseion of poatic effects
will bocome apparent chartly.

The approach cutlined so far, sbowing bhow propositional forms
and implicatures are identified, does not require kmowledge of a sat
of conversational maxims, to be used as premises in infarence. It
also has tha advantage of boing able to show not only bow but also
why a particular intarprotation of an utteranca is arrived at. The
Gricean account, for axampla, attempted to show how, but not why a
particular interpretation skould bave bean privilegod over any
number of other interpretations that cculd have boen celocted using
the convarcational maxins as premiscs. To thie extent the Gricecan
sccount 18 morely ex poat facto and is neithor oxplicit nor
explanatory.

Contaxt {6 a crucial factor in utterance intaerprotation and
hare again relevance theory offers an alternative to the commonly
held view that context is pricr to intorpretation. Thig altarnative
view argues that contoxts are chosen, not given, and that the choice
is conetrained by the consideration of releavance. Those contaxts
are chosen which are necessary for consistency with the principle
of relevance. It 1a simply not realigtic or peychologically
plaugible to assume that every timo an utterance is mado tho entire
potential context is mode oquivalantly accesaible. The potantial
context, it chould be noted, consists of assumptions that have been
made wnanifest in previous utterances, ascumptions abgut the
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participants i{n the verbal exchangse, asgumptions derived from
encyclopaedic entries of concepts used in any. of tha asgumptions
montioned eo far, assumptions dorived from tho encyclopaedic entries
of concapts in these assumptions, and 8o on ad infinitum. In other
words the potontial context consists of the entire set of
assuaptions we might antertain at any given moment. Some contexts
are more inpediately accessible than others and ag {t requires
furtber processing effort to derive the less inpediately accessible
contexts, one goes as far as s necessary to achieve an
interpretation consiatent with the principle of relevance. Once
thesa are obtained, processing - effort rules out any furthaer
deconstructionist free play.

4.Amhvnmvlwofmph:randpmuceuacts

Oune uge of language which might scem to roequire a more
extonsive cearch for context is maetaphor. Mataphorical uee is eceen
in relation to a litoralness-lcosencos continwum. Looscness is
defined in teras of formal and logical rogamblances botwoen tha
propesitional form of an uttaranco and the propositional form of the
thought of the spoaker. Propositional foras can reseable each other
to greater or lessor degrees; utterances can, therefore, be said to
be more or less loose. Literalness, in this view, “is cinply maxinal
regemblance, and enjoys no privileged status."(Sperber & WVilson,
1967: 708). Tke following exchange could {llustrate the noticn of
locse talk:

(14) Pator: How much do you earn?
Nary: £800 a month.

Nary's utterance would be loose if, for axamplo, Xary in fact earned
£797.30p a omonth and che rocalle this amount. In normal circun-
ctances the spoaker, with the aim of achioving optimal rolavance,
would judge it to be not worth tho hearer's while to axart the oxtra
effort of processing ‘2£797.30p' whon the sane contextual effects in
tarns of ascumptions about sponding power, standard of living, etc.,
can be obtained mare eagily from processing ‘2800’ in an utterance
whose propositional form resembles tbat of the speaker's thought.
It fe the drive to optinise rolevance whick guides interprotation,
not the assumption of litaralness. Literalnose is just ona possidble
way of optimising relavance.

Netaphorical use of language is similar to such examples of
loose talk: the prupociticnal form of the utterance resambles rather
than reproduccs tho propociticnal form of tho speakar's thought.
Kost pragmaticts would Geek an oxplanation for the intarprotation of
(15) (as Searle (1979) in fact does), by first of all decoding a
literal meaning and then trying to work cut a rule or principle for
deriving the intendod meaning from the litaral moaning.

(15) Sally is a block of ice.
Grica would start from the obsarvation that such a sentonce flouts

the maxim of quality (truthfulness) on the literal level (thke level
of what is said). This maxim would be uged as a promice in the
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inferential procese of deriving the intended meaning. As suggested
in tke discussion of locse talk, the relevance theory 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 bae seen as
resambling the propositional form of the speaker's thougbt. The
interpretation of (15) involves bringing together the encyclopaedic
entries of 'Sally' and 'block of ice' to create a range of contextual
ioplications most of which will be rejected as contradictory. There
is probably no single etrong implicature that can ba accessed, but a
range of less-than-strong implicatures to do with Sally being very
resarved, unenotiona}, difficult to form a relationsbip with, etc.
Deriving such a range of woak implicatures wculd ensure tha
relevance of (15). In short, netaphor “requires no epecial
interpretive abilities or procedures: it is a natural outcome of some
vary general abilities and procedures used in verbal communication®.
(Sperbar and Vilson 1986: 237).

Poetic netaphors are definod as those that typically achieve
their relavanco through the accessing of a very wide range of weak
implicatures. The wider the range and the weaker the implicatures
the nore pootic the nmetaphor, and the more responsibility the hearer
- or in this case, more likely, the reader - bas to take to access
than. One night say that a greater imaginative commitment is
required of the hearer/reader.

The example of poetic motaphor used by Sperber and Vilson
(1986:237) is the ifollowing remark made by Flaubart of the poet
Leconts de Lisle:

(16) Son encre est pale. (His ink is pale).
Here there are no strong assumptions to tke truth of which Flaubert
can ba said to have committed himgalf. The conciderable proceseing
effort involved in searching for contexts against which implicatures
can ba identified is offcet by tbe vast range of implicatures that
are acceseible. The context is extended through exploring the
encyclopaedic entries of the concepts 'ink’ and ‘pale’. The entry for
ink might include information such as:
(17) One uses ink when writing by band.
The entry for handwriting/writing by hand might include:
(18) Handwriting is often taken as an indication of character.
Vithin this contoxt one might arrive at assumptions of the form:
(19) Leccnta de Lislae's character is ‘pale’.
After oxploration of ‘pala’ one might obtain implicatures euch as:
(20> Leconte de Lisle's charactar is weak.

Nany other steps have been passed ovar but the general process
should be clear. Other implicatures would include:
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(21) (a) Leconte de Lisle's writing lacks contrasts.
(b) Leconte de Lisla’'s writing may fade.
(c) Laconte de Lisle‘'s pootry ie weak.
(d) Leconte de Lislo's writings will not last.
(@) Leconte de Lisla does not put hic wholo heart
iato his work.

There are an indefinite number of further implicaturcs one could add
to (20) and the list in (21), all of which would be weak in the
6ense described, and there is no cut-off point that allows us to say
that eo many implicatures are conmunicated and no more. But it is
the range and the indeterninateness and ghared responsibility of the
implicatures which give the mataphor its pootic farca.

These factors axplain why it {s tbat metaphors, aspacially
poatic metaphors, can never be adequately translated or paraphrased.
They explain why ome person's interpretation can differ from
apotber's. They also anewer Levinson's (1983) claim that pragmatic
accounte fail to explain the motivation or the expressive power of
motaphor. This discuscion of poatic effecte can ba aextended to
those synbole or images, genmerally found 1in litoratura, whose
effoctc are ‘vague' or ‘connotative’. Symbols are postic insofar as
thay weakly inplicate a wide ranga of ascumptions in the manmer
described above for poatic netaphor.

It 16 possible to suggest that the rapid search, explaration
and bringing together of chunks of information otored in tha
encyclopaedic entries of many disparate cancepts ( an exploration
which might be dome, at least in part, in parallel) involves a
difforent kind of montal offort, onorgy and chamistry. One night
evon talk here of a special ability, referred to as ‘evocation’ in
Sperber (1974). This is a highly apoculative arca, but a different
montal enorgy and chemistry could explain the offects of nore
sensitive readings of postry, evan tho bristling of the hair, chiver
down the spine, and constriction of the throat that poets cuch as
Housman and Graves clain accompany the reading of trua poetry. It
is perhaps too bold at this stage to suggest that the effects of
this wide-ranging parallel eearch in tcp goar can result in visits
from the Vhite Goddess! :

5. Postic affects and litarary criticiss.

I would now like to consider the notion of poetic effects in
tho context of issues raigod by stylictic and literary criticisa.
To do this I will ocxanine a controversy concerning tho
intorpretation of a particular poon. Tho controversy is to be found
in Viddaowson (1975: chapt.7) and the poan is Robert Froot's Stopping

by ¥oods on a Snowy Rvening, given on the next page.
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Vhose woods these are I think I know.
His bhouse 1s in the village, though;
He will not see me stopping hare

Ta watch bhis woods fill up with snow.

Ky little horse must think it queer
To stop without a farmhouse near
Betweon the woods and frozen lake
The darkest evening of the year.

He gives his bharnese bells a shake
To agk if tkere ic some mistake.
The only other cound's the ewoop
Of easy wind and downy flako.

Thea woods are lovely, dark and deap,
But I have pronises to keep,

Ard miles to go before I sloep,

And niles to go bofore I cloep.

Viddowson uses bis discussion of the poem as an illustration
of the pedagogical usofulness of stylistic amalyeis in moving from a
close exanination of the linguistic foatures of texts to literary
appreciation and interpretatiom. Fron linguistic clues - for
exanple, the use of possessives, tho ‘thamatic poeitioning' of whose
wooas (which aleo highlights the notion of poseession), the
treatnent of the word xNoods firct as though it possessed the
semantic feature /+artefact/ and then as if it did not - Viddowson
davelaps an interprotation of the poan whose theme is: ‘that of the
reality of social constraints, of rights and obligations, in
opposition to that of patural freedom’ (Viddowson,1975:121).

RBe then presents a counter argument from a teacher who
objected to this interpretation. The teachker, a Mr Bolt, argues that
the characteristic varcae features of the poem include a repatition
of the final lines which encourages the view that a metapborical
sense for glesp i intonded. §leep 16 to be understood here as
dia. The woods, then, become ‘the Forest of Death' and the hcusa in
the villaga becomes the gravayard. This {nterpretation - which
Viddowson accepts as possibla, although he personally considers it
“too woighty a comstruction' to be placed upon the linguistic
evidenco afforded by tho text - loads Bolt to conclude that the real
themoe of the poem 18 the strong attraction of death which the poot
{inally avercomes.

How is it that two experienced readers of pootry can disagree
g0 much about the meaning of what might appear at first sight not
to be a particularly obascure poan? One might argue, with Viddowson,
that poeme are by nature aambiguocus, cpen to differont interpret-
ations. If this ware 6o, would it nat bo tke casa that the search
for optimal relovance would load the roader to privilege one of
theso possible intarpretations over the others?

It ic not difficult to ecoe how it could ba argued tbat Bolt's
iuterpratation is guided by the search for relevance. He focusses
upon the word gleap in tha final lines. This particular instance of
epizauxis should encourage tho reader to explore tho encyclopacdic
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entrias of the concepts involved hare a lot more carofully. The
entry far 'miles', for example, would not appear to offer promising
materinl. The exploration of the entry for ‘sleep’, on the other
band, would lead to the fruitful comparison or equation of cleep
with daeath, quite quickly in fact if the reader is familiar with a
certain poetic or cultural tradition. Using the idea that the poem
is about deatb as part of tho contoxt enables the reader to equata
wopds with ‘Farest of Death’ and housa in the village with
graveyard. Reference can be assigned to the third person pronouns
of the first verse and certain {tems like 'house’ and ‘woods' can be
enriched. :

Viddowson's search for relevance works at the same level, that
of trying to find a context in torms of which details of the poem
might be contextually eariched. To take one example, the sound of
the bells 'which might be scaid to suggest the world of human
affairs’ 1s contrasted with the scund of the ‘easy wind'. Thesa
meanings are emphasised in a context stressing tha opposition
between social and natural values,

8o, {8 it a death-wish, or is it a longing for elamental
freedom that antices the poem’'s narrator to linger in the woods?
Could 1t be eoither? Or both? Cloarly, responses to poetry will
never be absolutely identical, bacause cognitive environments are
never identical. But rosponses to pooms can be more or less
succeasful, and 1 would suggest bare that the Bolt reading is the
richer of the two: tho pocm resonates with extra meaning. 1 would
also suggest that Bolt's reading could be richer still. The problem
with both of the views of Frost's poen axpressed above is that thay
seek to express tho meaning of the poam in tarms of a fow,
presumably strong, assumptions. They treat the poem as a kind of
cryptic crossword. The fun is in solving tho problea the poet sets,
using clues that are linguistic or symbolic/metaphoric. Vhen the
answer 16 worked out 1t can bo axpressed rolatively
straightforwardly, albeit, in Viddowson's case, with the recognition
that other interpretations are poseible and that poetic meesages are
esgsantially irreducible.

Vhen discussing the ambigucus nature of poetry it is important
to point out that it is not the case that a poem offers a set of
deterninate alternative neanings to choose fram. Iaages, syabols,
zetaphors within the poan interact to mako sanifest a vast range of
weak implicatures. Individual readers would not accese all the same
implicatures or the same number of implicatures. But if they wore
responding to the poen in the nost appropriate way, thay would not
isolate one or a small et of these implicatures and privilege thenm
above the others. To say, for oxaaplo, that in uttering (16)
Flaubert intended one and only ono of the implicatures listed in
1) would be a distortion. To search for rolevance in pooms, which
often require an inordinate amount of processing effort, oro needs
to look for very extensive cognitive effects. If, after detective
work, poems can only produce straightforward statements then thay
cannot be said to be relavant in tho technical or everyday sense of
the word.

Vhat ] am chiefly objocting to again ic the emphasis givan to
{oterprotation at tho expense of evaluation. A poam is written and
read for its value which derives from its pootic offects. A poom i
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successful and has value to tho extent that it communicates poetic
effects. A poem does not daliberately sat out to be obscure, to turn
interpretation into a problem or issue. Seanus Heaney has made the
point that poets often bhave to sacrifica 'decency’' - making their
poers easily accessible - to ‘accuracy' meaning accuracy in putting
‘feelinge into words’, or, to intarpret his phrase, accuracy in
conmaunicating poetic effects.®

6. Conclugion

In this paper I bave argued the need for a new theoretical
discipline of literary pragmatics within literary studies. Literary
pragnatice | see as an ‘essontialist' theory which asks questions
about, describes and explaing pootic offects. It is crucially
digtinct from currcat ideas in its concoption of theory, in its
‘ccgontialisn’ and in its focus on literary valua., It is a theory of
readings rather than a mathod of resding. It is important for this
theory that criticism as a hupanistic discipline be truly and
indopendently i{nterpratative and evaluative, not limited or directed
in its discussion by ‘theoretical’ ideas. This means that I an not
only arguing that a truly theoretical escentialist discipline is
poesible, I am arguing that a truly bumanistic interpretative and
evaluative discipline is also possible acd alsoc necessary.

All litorary theorics noed to be grounded inm theories of varbal
conaunication. 1 bavo argued that relevanco theory is descriptively
and explapatorily oore adequate as a gonaral pragma.iv thsory than
any of tho theories of verbal comnunication assumed, eithar
axplicitly or implicitly, by literary theories so far. I have argued
that the relevance theory account of poatic effocts offers the best
tkeory available of literary comsunication. It can offer an
oexplanation of ‘value’ and bo used to suppart the argument that
‘avaluatiocn’ should play tbe central role in litarary theory acnd
lterary criticisn. Tho relevance theory account of poetic effects
can, in short, form the basis of a thearetical literary pragmatics,
and, perhaps, once morec allow the literary critic to bacome the
poet's ally in his struggle with the philosophars.

7. Notes

1. This paper was presentod at the Firet Symposium of Literary
Pragnatics organised by Prof.RSall at 4bo Akademi, Finland,
Septamber 1088, and will be appearing in the collection of
Sympoeiun paparc odited by Prof.Sell. I would like to thank him for
connigsioning and encouraging the writing of this paper and for his
paraission to have it printed in this volume.

2. 1 would like to tbank Robyn Carston, of the Linguistics
Department of University College Londan, for ber detailed and
extramely halpful comments on an ocarlier varsion of this paper. She
16, of course, in no way rosponsiblo for tho ideas ultinately
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3. In placing ny idea of a theoretical literary pragmatice within
the context of previous theorotical poeitfons, I am obliged to be
ertresely succinct. I can, unfortunately, do justice neither to the
theories described nor to tho valuable work dona by certain
exponents of these theories.

4. All quotations in Sections 3 and 4, unless otherwise stated, are
from Sperber and Vilson (1986).

5. This distinction was pade by Scanmus Heaney at a public poetry
reading given in October, 1086.
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