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A Relevance-Theoretic Approach to the Ironies in The Book of Tea 

Yoshiyuki OKAURA (Department of Social and Environmental Studies) 

Abstract 

Traditional pragmatic approach regards irony as a figure of speech which communicates the op­

posite meaning of what was literally said, while Wilson & Sperber (1992) insists that verbal irony is an 

example of echoic interpretive use and that the author or speaker dissociates himself/herself from the 
thought which the irony communicates. According to Wilson & Sperber's Relevance-Theoretic ap­
proach, irony echoes the cultural standards or the denial attitude of the author, and produces its impli­
cature, so that it can obtain optimal relevance. Adopting the theory of echoic interpretive use, we will 
investigate the process in which the ironies in The Book of Tea, satisfying the First (or Cognitive) Prin­
ciple and the Second (or Communicative) Principle, can gain optimal relevance, and will make it clear 

that the ironies in T he Book of Tea echo the negative thoughts of the author OKAKURA Kakuzo or the 
cultural standards in the Meiji Era. 

Keywords: Relevance Theory, ostensive communication, irony, echoic interpretive use, 

optimal relevance, The Book of Tea 

1 Introduction 

The aim of this paper is to analyse the ironies in The 

Book of Tea in the framework of Relevance Theory. By ex­

amining each example of the ironies, we will show that iro­

nies are explained as an echoic interpretive use and that 

they echo the negative thoughts of the author OKAKURA 

Kakuzo or the cultural standards in The Book of Tea. In 

chapter 2, we will outline Relevance Theory, which is a re­

vised version of inference model proposed by Sperber & 

Wilson (1986. 1995う. In particular, we will discuss the 

First (or Cognitive) Principle and the Second (or Commu­

nicative) Principle. Chapter 3 will deal with previous ac­

counts of irony: Grice (1975) and Wilson & Sperber (1992). 

According to echoic interpretive use proposed by Wilson & 

Sperber (1992), we will indicate that the weaker its impli­

cature is, the more relevant it is. In chapter 4, we will ana-
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lyse the ironies in 77ie Book of Tea. Whal we wish to show 

is that we can describe the process in which ironies in The 

Book of Tea can gain optimal relevant, based on echoic in­

terpretive use. Chapter 5 is a concluding comment. 

2 Relevance Theory 

In this chapter we will outline Relevance Theory, a 

theory of pragmatics proposed by Sperber & Wilson (1986, 

1995). It is regarded as a developed version of inference 

model by Grice's theory1. 

A communicator generally has the two intentions in 

eommunieating with others: informative intention and 

communicative intention. Informative intention is to in­

form the audience of something that a communicator has in 

his/her mind, while communicative intention is to inform 

the audience of one's informative intention. A communica­

tor expresses clearly what he/she intends to communicate 

to others with informative intention and communicative in­

tention. 
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