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Abstract

This book is intended to explore the possibility of applying the
relevance theory (RT) to the analysis of drama texts, aiming to test
the feasibility of this application. The study mainly consists of two
parts: the establishment of an RT-framework for drama interpreta-
tion and its application to the analysis of Harold Pinteris plays.

In preparation for the interpretive framework to be developed, a
review of the previous studies on RT and its recent application to
discourse analysis is presented. Then in view of these previous
accounts, a tentative relevance-theoretic framework for dramatic
textual analysis is proposed, which consists of three levels of factors,
namely, linguistic level, visual level and supralinguistic level, in ad-
dition to the notion of relevance. The three levels, the more specific
elements that form each of them, and the relationships that hold
between them are discussed in detail. Among the three levels of
factors that constitute the framework, linguistic level, with all the
elements therein, forms the basic core of the target text to be
approached. Inference serves as the overall means to the end of
exploring meaning and relevance acts as the governing principle of
the inferential process, as the search for relevance underlies the
interpretation of the utterances made by both the communicator and
the addressee. During the process of inference, the features gathered
in terms of semantics, syntax, phonology and the whole text will
serve as signposts for reasoning. Last but not least, the assumptions
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from the encyclopedic knowledge and context will be the auxiliary
tools that constantly adjust the direction of reasoning when called
for. To sum up, an integrated approach is required when an inter-
preter is tackling these factors for the purpose of acquiring the mean-
ing to be communicated. To test the validity and applicability of the
framework, we adopt it in the interpretation of two plays by Harold
Pinter, The Birthday Party and The Homecoming.

The major findings of the present study are as follows: 1) it is
justifiable to view drama interpretation as a process of continuously
reasoning out and renewing contextual assumptions, with the ex-
pectation of relevance incorporated in the construal; 2) while the
inference for the intended meaning proceeds, the features observed
in semantics, syntax, phonology and the whole text will serve as
cues to suggest the appropriate path of reasoning; 3) through the
screening of potential implications, our incipient understanding is
reinforced, enriched, or contradicted by the subsequent assumptions;
4} with more and more information introduced into the cognitive
environment, a more relevant interpretation is gradually obtained,
making manifest to us the possible intentions underlying the
playwrightis maneuver.

Key words: relevance; drama interpretation; inference; Pinter’s plays
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Chapter 1 Introduction

1.1 Preliminary remarks

The past two decades has witnessed a fast development in the
relevance theory ( RT henceforth) , originally advanced to expound
the cognitive and biological basis of communication. Many scholars
and researchers have either argued for or challenged the value of this
theory, adding to the impetus for its progress. The theory has been
applied to the analysis and explanation of various language phenome-
na, in the hope of exploring the role of relevance in the universal
language processing. The present study is intended to explore the
possibility of applying RT to the analysis of drama texts, aiming to

test its feasibility and, if possible, to widen its scope of application.

1.2 Rationale of the present study

Approaching drama texts from the RT perspective is of both
theoretical significance and practical feasibility for reasons as
follows ;

Firstly, relevance underlies almost every event of human com-
munication. Centering around the relationship between effort and
effect, this concept counts as a universal feature shared by each and
every process of language exchange, with the interpretation of drama
texts included.

Secondly, the continuous construction and renewal of contextu-
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al assumptions in language understanding as held by RT seems to
echo the open-ended activity of dramatic textual analysis, whose
target is highly elusive and demanding in terms of processing.
Therefore , it is worthwhile to probe into the connection between the
ubiquitvus feature of human cognition and the interpretation of lite-
rary lexts.

Thirdly, the present study has its theoretical value in that it
views drama texts from a new perspective, foreboding the potential
of combining literary research with pragmatic analysis in a new way.
Moreover, such a study will inevitably provide some insights into the
study in other related areas, like that of discourse analysis and

human communication.

1.3 Objectives and methodology

The initial effort of the present study is to develop a workable
framework from the perspective of RT, which may be applied io the
interpretation of drama texts. Based on the framework, we can more
readily identify the specific features that may provide appropriate
guidance, when needed, in our analysis of the plays. The objectives
of the present study are: 1) to locate the levels on which interpretation
is to be made as well as the specific variables within each of them;
2) to make a tentative analysis of drama texts within the proposed
framework; and 3) to explore the underlying relationship between
the stylistic features of drama texts and the inferential attempts
involved in the reading process.

To achieve these goals, I mainly employ the method of qualita-
tive analysis, either when reviewing the previous literature and
shaping the framework for study or when interpreting the drama

texts. The data used for analysis are cited from the texts of two plays
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written by Harold Pinter, The Birthday Party and The Homecoming.
It is justifiable to assume that the research findings may have a high
applicability in terms of other discourses, owing to the universality

of the features delimited in the framework of interpretation.

1.4 Outline of the book

This book is composed of six chapters.

Chapter 1 presents a general introduction to the whole project,
including the rationale and objectives of the current study, the me-
thodology adopted, and a description of the target data.

Chapter 2 conducts a brief survey of the related literature on RT
as well as its recent applications to discourse analysis.

Chapter 3 explores a number of notions and features worthy of
attention when applying RT to discourse analysis, touching upon the
interrelationship between them and their working in practical inter-
pretation.

Chapter 4 and 5 illustrate the way those features find their
textual realization in the two plays of Harold Pinter, the way they
influence the actual reading, and the way we reach a relevant inter-
pretation of the drama texis.

In Chapter 6, a summary is provided of the major findings of
the present study. Meanwhile, limitations of this study and implica-

tions for further development in this area are also pointed out.



Chapter 2 A Review of Previous Literature
on Relevance Theory

2.1 Rudiments of relevance theory
2.1.1 Relevance theory and human communication

The Relevance Theory initiated and developed by Sperber and
Wilson (1986, 1995) and Blakemore (1987, 1992) is an attempt
to reduce a very complex set of phenomena having to do with
communication and interpretation to a very constrained set of expla-
natory, cognitive notions. As commented by Dor (2003 699) , the
theory in its essence is one of cognitive cost-effectiveness; it claims
that human cognitive processes are geared to achieving the greatest
possible cognitive effect for the least processing effort. This meta-
principle is incarnated in Sperber and Wilson’s technical notion of
relevance. According to Ramos (2003; 1308), RT hinges on four

basic assumptions

(a) every utterance has a variety of interpretations, all compa-
tible with the information that is linguistically encoded ;

(b) not all these interpretations occur to the hearer simulta-
neously; some of them take more effort to think up;

(¢) hearers are equipped with a single general criterion for
evaluating interpretations ;

(d) this criterion is powerful enough to exclude all but a single
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interpretation, so that having found an interpretation that

fits the criterion, the hearer looks no further.

The general objective of RT is to “identify underlying mecha-
nisms, rooted in human psychology, which explain how humans
communicate with one another” ( Sperber & Wilson, 1995. 32).
The addressee’s task in a communicative event is to build up an
interpretive hypothesis about the communicator’s intention when he
produces a stimulus. The communicator will try to measure up the
implications of his stimuli so that the interpretation intended is final-
ly selected by the addressee. This provides a picture of the sender
communicating stimuli with degrees of plausible interpretations, and
the task of the audience lies in trying to select the correct interpreta-
tion (that is, the correct balance of effects/effort) in the continuum
of possible interpretations in a context. The addressee’s inferential
task 1s a difficult one because hearers are often presented with
signals which are mostly unpredictable ; moreover, the signals often
arrive in a noisy environment and are frequently subject to conside-
rable distortion and attenuation. As formulated by Wilson (1994,
47),

“

... uiterance interpretation is not a simple matter of
decoding, but a fallible process of hypothesis formation
and evaluation, there is no guarantee that the interpreta-
tion that satisfies the hearer's expectation of relevance will
be correct, i.e. the intended one. Because of mismatches
in memory and perceptual systems, the hearer may over-
look a hypothesis that the speaker thought would be highly
salient, or notice a hypothesis that the speaker had over-

looked. Misunderstandings occur. The aim of a theory of

5



