443—Sheet 5.2 Pragmatics:  Pratt, Literary Cooperation and Implicature 

Some key points to apply to your reading of literary narratives:

1. We should assume that the Cooperative Principle applies in literature as well as in natural discourse, and that violations of its maxims (quantity, quality, manner, and relation) are meaningful—that we should consider the implicature of such violations)

2.  We can assume violations to be intentional on the part of the author.  They may be presented as intentional or unintentional on the part of the narrator.

3.  The author works within a realm of assumed shared knowledge of literary genres and literary production on the part of readers.  Apparent violations of the cooperative principle with readers, to be read as intentional, must be seen against that background.

4.  Irony most often results when there’s a violation of the maxim of Quality on the part of a narrator—when the narrator’s truth doesn’t accord with the author’s or reader’s truth.

“It is a truth universally acknowledged that a single man in possession of a fortune must be in want of a wife.” (Austen, Pride and Prejudice)

5.  A framed narrative offers another level on which the cooperative principle, apparent violations, and assumptions about implied reader and the sorts of shared knowledge the reader brings can be examined. 

In applying these considerations to a literary text, consider in particular any deviations from your usual narrative expectations.  What prior experience might you bring to the text, to help you read the implicature of intentional violations of those typical expectations on the part of the author?  What might these violations suggest about the author’s intentions and meanings?  What other internal evidence might support your reading of those intentions and meanings?

For Aunt Susie’s story from Silko’s Storyteller, consider the following

1. Does this framed story deviate from your usual narrative expectations?  In what ways? 

2. Are there moments in either the frame or the core story where, for you, there seems to be an intentional or unintentional violation of the cooperative principle—moments when one of the maxims seems to be violated, and where there seems to be an implicature that you may or may not fully understand?  Do you find any examples of violations of the maxims of quantity (giving too much or too little information), relation (not making a statement that’s relevant to a topic), quality (not making a truthful statement), or manner (not making a statement direct and clear).  What is implied by such violations between the characters in Aunt Susie’s story?  Between Aunt Susie as the narrator and the implied listener(s)?  

3. Is there prior experience that either part of the text suggests which you might be missing, possibly interfering with your sense of the author’s intentions and meanings? 

4. What do you infer about either Silko’s or Aunt Susie’s intentions and meanings based on your own reading of the internal evidence of the frame and the story? 

5. What shared knowledge does Silko’s choice of form evoke for you?  Does her choice fit with your understanding of the meanings she’s conveying as she passes on Aunt Susie’s story? 

