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Modelling Figurative Meaning using Expectations of Normality 
Figurative meaning such as is found with metaphors and similes is ubiquitous in natural 
language, both as novel creative novel expressions and as frozen expressions whose 
figurative component may not be immediately apparent (Hobbs 1990).  

However, the figurative component of these assertions has eluded formal approach. The 
existence of figurative meaning is sometimes denied altogether, or at least its derivation and 
explanation is excluded from the domain of a theory of meaning (e.g. Nunberg 1977; 
Davidson 1979; Lepore & Stone 2010). Alternatively, figurative meaning is sometimes 
treated as a way to “repair” an utterance whose interpretation is somehow defective (e.g. 
Grice 1975; Searle 1979). The approach I present in this paper instead aligns with the views 
of Hobbs (1990), Hills (1997), Camp (2003) in treating figurative meaning as a crucial 
component of natural language interpretation that allows for analogical reasoning. My 
approach aligns particularly well with Relevance Theory (Sperber & Wilson 1986; 1995; 
2008; Wilson & Sperber 2004; Carston 2015), and can itself be considered a formalization of 
the relevance-theoretic account of figurative interpretation, though I do not commit myself 
to the broader claim that relevance drives all pragmatic processes. 

I posit a normative interpretation ⦗∙⦘ for expressions in natural language which works 
alongside the usual referential interpretation ⟦∙⟧. While the referential interpretation maps 
an expression to its extension/intension, the normative interpretation instead maps the 
expression to the set of normal expectations that are associated with it (Yalcin 2016; see also 
Kratzer 1981; 1991). For instance, the referential interpretation of “snake” is the formula 
given in (1), and the normative interpretation is given in (2).  
(1) ⟦snake⟧ = 𝜆𝑥[𝑥 is a snake] 
(2) ⦗snake⦘ = {𝜆𝑥[𝑥 is a snake], 𝜆𝑥[𝑥 is a reptile], 𝜆𝑥[𝑥 has no legs], 𝜆𝑥[𝑥 is deceptive], … } 

The normative interpretation is essentially an approximation of a cultural stereotype 
associated with a term, and may thus contain information does not connect directly to reality 
(e.g. “snakes are deceptive” in the example above). The referential interpretation of an 
expression is always a member of its normative interpretation, and the expressions within 
the normative interpretation all share a type, allowing normative interpretations to be 
pairwise-composable (composition of pairs in a Cartesian product, a la Hamblin 1973). 

The fact that the members of the normative interpretation of an expression are violable  
is precisely what allows departures from the “literal” or referential meaning of the 
expression by means of a unified non-monotonic interaction with discourse structure. This 
unified interaction is responsible for both literal and figurative contributions to a discourse, 
thus allowing figurative interpretation to be available ubiquitously without being a form of 
repair. I formalize this interaction using a greatly simplified model of discourse consisting of 
a Common Ground and a set of Questions Under Discussion (Hamblin 1973; Stalkaner 1978; 
Roberts 1996), and then define a proposition as relevant in a discourse context iff a) it does 
not contradict the Common Ground and b) it provides a partial or full answer to a Question 
Under Discussion. This allows the discourse contribution of an utterance in a given discourse 
context to be defined as the subset of propositions in its normative interpretation that are 
relevant in that discourse context. 

I demonstrate with a number of examples that this setup can automatically derive literal 
and figurative discourse contributions, and in fact that the only difference between literal 
and figurative readings is whether or not the referential interpretation of the utterance is 
relevant in the given context and therefore a member of its discourse contribution. 



Bruno L. O. Andreotti CLA2022 University of Toronto 
 

Camp, E. (2003). Saying and seeing-as: the linguistic uses and cognitive effects of metaphor. 
PhD dissertation, UC Berkeley. 

Carston, R. (2015). Contextual adjustment of meaning. In N. Riemer (Ed.) the Routledge 
handbook of semantics (pp. 195-210). New York, NY: Routledge. 

Davidson, D. (1979). What metaphors mean. In S. Sacks (Ed.) On metaphor. (pp. 24-45). 
Chicago, IL: University of Chicago Press. 

Grice, H. P. (1975). Logic and conversation. In P. Cole & J.L. Morgan (Eds.) Syntax and 
semantics, Vol. 3, Speech acts (41-58). New York, NY: Academic Press. 

Hamblin, C. L. (1973). Questions in Montague English. Foundations of language, 10(1), 41-
53. 

Hills, D. (1997). Aptness and truth in verbal metaphor. Philosophical Topics, 25(1), 117-153. 
Hobbs, J. R. (1990). Literature and cognition. Stanford, CA: CSLI. 
Kratzer, A. (1981). The notional category of modality. In H. J. Eikmeyer & H. Rieser (Eds.) 

Words, worlds and contexts (pp. 38-74). Berlin: de Gruyter. 
Kratzer, A. (1991). Modality. In A. von Stechow & D. Wunderlich (Eds.) Semantik/Semantics 

(pp. 639-650). Berlin: de Gruyter Mouton. 
Lepore, E. & Stone, M. (2010). Against metaphorical meaning. Topoi, 26(2), 165-180. 
Nunberg, G. D. (1977). The pragmatics of reference. PhD dissertation, the City University of 

New York. 
Roberts, C. (1996). Information structure in discourse: towards an integrated formal theory 

of pragmatics. Semantics & pragmatics, 5(6), 1-69. 
Searle, J. (1979). Metaphor. In A. Ortony (Ed.) Metaphor and thought (pp. 92-123). New York, 

NY: Cambridge University Press.  
Sperber, D. & Wilson, D. (1986). Relevance: communication and cognition. Oxford: Blackwell. 
Sperber, D. & Wilson, D. (1995). Relevance theory: communication and cognition. Oxford: 

Blackwell. 
Sperber, D. & Wilson, D. (2008). A deflationary account of metaphor. In R. Gibbs (Ed.) The 

Cambridge handbook of metaphor and thought (pp. 84-105). Cambridge, MA: Harvard 
University Press. 

Stalnaker, R. C. (1978). Assertion. In P. Cole (Ed.) Pragmatics (pp. 315-332). New York, NY: 
Academic Press. 

Wilson, D. & Sperber, D. (2004). Relevance theory. In L. R. Horn and G. Ward (eds.) The 
handbook of pragmatics (pp. 607-632). Malden, MA: Blackwell. 

Yalcin, S. (2016). Modalities of normality. In N. Charlow & M. Chrisman (Eds.) Deontic 
modality (pp. 230-255). Oxford, UK: Oxford University Press. 


