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Abstract 

s p lnhiinu ihi km p ho lilpn ho using (Relevance Theoru)  pk examine the 

relation between explicit and implicit meaning in Shakespeare's Sonnet 43. 

ghjLqhophyihhu olpighjL, relevance theory is a theory established by Sperber and 

Wilson (1986/1995) and modified by Wilson and Sperber (2004) and more 

precisely it is a  cognitive-pragmatic theory. Additionally, the used data in this 

paper is (Shakespeare's Sonnet 43) that published in the "Young Man" sequence 

of the 1609 Quarto. In this respect, this paper adopts  a qualitative as well as an 

analytical approach to analyze  (Shakespeare's Sonnet 43). The current study 

minds explicature indicators in the sonnet's lexicon of eyes, light, and night, and 

leads to the underlying implications that create implicature, for example, 

associating darkness with closeness. Using the Oxford English Dictionary in 

collaboration with the  (Relevance Theoru),  p ho opqhu shows  p ip p p hunhyih  

opnpjLp  of (Shakespeare's Sonnet 43) lies in  p p ykLjhphrp epjpmhpo lnkhqyph eu 

hks lnkypoohjL pmmknpn s hy  mqhmhho p p ynhppnhkj km iithiqi nphprijyp of Wilson 

and Sperber (2004).   s p npoqhpo km p ho opqhu hjhhyipp p ip sphprijyp s pknu jkp 

kjhu nprpiho p p hjppnjih lnkypoopo km ipijhjL mkniiphkj hj skjjpp 04 ,eqp ihok 

iigpo ij ihhhphkjih ykjyplpqih enpigp nkqL  hj lniLiiphy hhppninu ijihuoho.  

                                                                                                                     لمستخلصا

                          

 وانًعًُ انصشَح انًعًُ بٍُ انعلالت نفحص انًلاءيت َظشَت تىظُف هى انذساست هزِ يٍ الأساسٍ انهذف

 انًلاءيت َظشَت تعذ انهغىَت، انُاحُت ويٍ( . 04) رقم بُتاً عشش الأسبعت راث شكسبُش لصُذة فٍ انضًٍُ

(. 4440) أَذَهًا عهً لاحماً وطىُّسث( 6892/6881) ووَهسىٌ سبُشبش وضعها تذاونُت يعشفُت َظشَت

 طبعت فٍ انًُشىسة« انشاب» سهسهت يٍ 04 سلى انمصُذة هى انذساست هزِ فٍ انًستخذو الأدبٍ انُص
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 يؤششاث عٍ انذساست تكشف .انُص نتحهُم وتحهُهُاً َىعُاً يُهجًا انىسلت اعتًذث انسُاق، هزا وفٍ. 6248

ٌٍ  إنً انًؤششاث هزِ وتؤدٌ وانهُم، وانضىء بانعٍُُُ يشتبطت انمصُذة يعجى فٍ صشَحت  تثُش ضًُُت يعا

 يع الإَجهُزٌ أوكسفىسد بمايىس الاستعاَت خلال ويٍ. وانمشب انظلاو بٍُ انشبظ يثم إضافُت، دلالاث

 لهت عٍ انُاتجت الإدساكُت انفىائذ فٍ تكًٍ انمصُذة هزِ فٍ انشعشٌ انُص لىة أٌ َتضح انًلاءيت، َظشَت

 ووَهسىٌ سبُشبش عُذ« انمصىي انًلاءيت» يعُاس َحمك يا وهى نهًعانجت، انًطهىب انًعشفٍ انجهذ

 نتىنُذ انذاخهُت انعًهُاث عٍ فمظ تكشف لا انًلاءيت َظشَت أٌ إنً انذساست هزِ َتائج وتشُش (.4440)

  انتذاول الأدبٍ انتحهُم يجال فٍ جذَذًا يفاهًُُاً إسهايًا أَضًا تضُف بم ،(04) سلى انمصُذة فٍ انًعًُ

Keywords: Shakespeare, Sonnet 43, Relevance Theory, explicature, 

implicature, pragmatics 

1. Introduction 

In recent decades, pragmatics has become influential in literary scholarship for its 

attention to the contextual procedures through which meaning is communicated 

and received. Foregrounded thematic patterning, formal design, or historical 

framing  inp p p yknp hhpi km p p iifknhpu km p raditional opqhhps of Shakespeare‘s 

sonnets. tu ykjpniyp , explaining how readers construct significance from textual 

signals and guided inference represent an innovative pragmatic perspective(Burke 

2010). In this sense, relevance theory (Sperber and Wilson 1986/1995) is 

especially suitable for such a pragmatic purpose, theorizing communication as a 

negotiated balance between explicit statement and implicit meaning. Relevance 

Theory, developed by Sperber and Wilson (1986/1995), offers a strong model for 

analyzing communication as a calibrated interplay between explicitly encoded 

content and context-sensitive implicature. Relevance Theory distinguishes 

(ptlhhyhp ipijhjLo) , the content made explicit through contextual enrichment, 

from )implichp meanings( inferred beyond the literal (Carston 2002). In literary 

reading, this model shows how poetry‘s compact, figurative phrasing recruits the 

reader‘s inferential work and yields distinctive interpretive payoffs (Pilkington 

2000). Shakespeare‘s sonnets are particularly appropriate for this sort of 

treatment, because Shakespeare plays throughout the texts on metaphor, 

ambiguity and context-determined implication. Shakespeare‘s sonnets are 

particularly well stored for such a purpose, as they involve extended manipulation 

of figures, ambiguity and implication on the basis of context. 

tpohhpo,  Shakespeare‘s  Sonnet 43 is an especially revealing example. It is a 

reversal of the usual perception, as the speaker paradoxically ―sees‖ the beloved 

more brightly in sleep and darkness than during daytime. This inversion puts in 
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plain the images of light and sight against implicit tides of longing, lack, and 

imaginative presence. If we look to Relevance Theory the cues of the poem 

indicate how these strata intersect to steer reader in the direction of an optimally 

relevant interpretation. 

However, Shakespeare‘s Sonnet 43 is an unusually rich case (for pragmatic 

analysis). The poem reverses the natural optics: asleep and in darkness, the absent 

beloved is most ―seen,‖ while light of day diminishes perception. This reversal 

highlights the interaction between images of light and vision on one level, and 

more deeply suggestive themes of desire, lack and representational presence.  On 

this basis, there are four  major research questions guiding the current study 

which are as illustrated below: 

6.‗How does Sonnet 43 communicate explication (as described by Sperber and 

Wilson) through its phrasing, syntax and use of words ‗to do with light‘/sight? 

2. What kind of implicatures can etc. be taken to induce, in Relevance Theoretic 

terms? 

3. How does the poem's concern with sight, lack and lust deepen the relation 

between plain text and hidden content? 

4. How adequately satisfactory and valuable is the Relevance Theory to 

unearthing a number of levels in Shakespeare‘s Poetic Discourse? 

As the analysis reveals, on one hand these issues attest to the compactedness of 

Sonnet 43 in its significance; but on the other they point to wider methodological 

affinities that Relevance Theory has with more general pragmatic approaches to 

literary criticism. 

2. Historical Background 

2.1 Relevance Theory 

Relevance Theory was developed in the mid-1980s when Dan Sperber and 

Deirdre Wilson undertook to provide a cognitively naturalistic account of Grice‘s 

intuition that comprehension involves recognition of speaker intention. In their 

words, their proposal ―flesh[es] out one of Grice‘s key claims,‖ that 

communication is essentially tied to ―the presentation and identification of 

intentions‖ (Wilson & Sperber, 2004, p. 608). Relevance Theory does not assume 
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a code model of communication, according to which speakers encode and hearers 

decode messages; it assumes an inferential model: talk offers evidence from 

which addressees infer speaker meaning (Sperber & Wilson, 1986) 

Two principles anchor the framework. The **Cognitive Principle of Relevance** 

states that ―human cognition tends to be geared to the maximisation of 

relevance,‖ and the **Communicative Principle of Relevance** holds that ―every 

ostensive stimulus conveys a presumption of its own optimal relevance‖ (Wilson 

& Sperber, 2004, pp. 610, 612). These principles jointly explain why hearers 

expect inputs to be worth processing and how those expectations guide 

comprehension.  

To refine Grice‘s ―what is said/implicated‖ distinction, Sperber and Wilson 

introduced: 

1. Firstly, (explicature) for the explicitly communicated content after pragmatic 

enrichment. Their classic formulation reads: ―A proposition communicated by an 

utterance is an explicature if and only if it is a development of a logical form 

encoded by the utterance‖ (Sperber & Wilson, 1995, p. 182).  

2. Secondly, (implicatures) are further inferences beyond that explicit content. 

Subsequent work consolidated the theory‘s psychological orientation. Wilson and 

Sperber open a later synthesis with the reminder that ―when people speak, their 

words never fully encode what they mean,‖ and that comprehension proceeds by 

―inference guided by precise expectations of relevance‖ (Wilson & Sperber, 

2012, p. 1).  

The framework also expanded empirically. In discourse studies, Blakemore 

(2002) showed how markers constrain inferential routes to relevance, noting that 

relevance is a property ―of an interpretation which is mentally represented,‖ not 

of discourse as such (p. 6). In literary pragmatics, Pilkington (2000) argued that 

poetic language orchestrates weak implicatures to yield distinctive ―poetic 

effects,‖ giving critics a way to link textual cues with graded cognitive payoffs.  

Taken together, these developments situate Relevance Theory as a Grice-inspired, 

cognitively grounded account of how explicit and implicit meaning are built in 

real-time interpretation across conversation and literature. 

2.2 Shakespeare’s Sonnet 43 
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First printed in Thomas Thorpe‘s 1609 quarto, Shakespeare‘s sequence of 154 

sonnets is typically organized into two movements: the first 126 to a young man 

and the final 28 to the ―Dark Lady‖ (Booth, 1977). Read within this arc, Sonnet 

43 occupies a transitional position. Following Sonnet 42‘s meditation on betrayal 

and absence, it foreshadows a run of poems in which desire becomes more 

intense precisely because it is shadowed by separation and loss. 

Here‘s a polished academic rewrite that keeps your claims, structure, and 

citations intact: 

Sonnet 43 opens with a striking paradox: ―When most I wink, then do mine eyes 

best see.‖ The line frames a meditation on how absence sharpens imaginative 

vision. Daylight diminishes the beloved‘s presence, while sleep and darkness 

render him vivid; the poem‘s lexicon of eyes, shadows, and dreams explores the 

ways love recalibrates perception. As many readers have observed, this inversion 

of vision registers both the beloved‘s physical absence and the psychological 

intensity of desire (Vendler, 1997). 

The sonnet‘s reception history has been entangled with larger debates about 

addressees. Some critics place it within the ―Young Man‖ sequence rather than 

the ―Dark Lady‖ group, citing its continuity with earlier lyrics of absence and 

longing (Kerrigan, 1986). Others emphasize its participation in the Renaissance 

Petrarchan tradition, where paradox and oxymoron—seeing through blindness, 

presence secured by absence—are conventional expressive strategies (Dubrow, 

1989). 

What distinguishes Sonnet 43, however, is its subtle coordination of explicit and 

implicit meaning. On the surface, night and sleep are presented as conditions of 

vision; implicitly, the poem suggests that desire transcends physical separation 

and that the imagination becomes the privileged site of intimacy. These features 

make the sonnet a strong candidate for analysis within Relevance Theory, which 

elucidates how explicit cues and context-driven inference collaborate in meaning 

construction. 

3. Previous Studies 

Scholarly work on Shakespeare‘s sonnets has most often taken biographical, 

thematic, or structural approaches. Booth‘s influential edition underscores the 

sequence‘s linguistic density and resistance to paraphrase, noting how paradox 
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and compression complicate interpretation (Booth, 1977). Vendler (1997) extends 

this line of inquiry through sustained close readings that foreground the poems‘ 

rhetorical patterning and imagistic design. While indispensable, these studies 

typically stop short of framing interpretation within a systematic pragmatic 

model. 

Recent criticism has moved toward linguistically informed accounts of 

Shakespeare‘s language. Neely (2004) examines how choices at the level of 

discourse construct gender and desire, demonstrating the role of pragmatic 

positioning in characterization. Burke (2010) situates Shakespeare‘s style within 

early modern social and performative contexts, highlighting the interaction of 

speech acts and power. Although consonant with pragmatic analysis, such work 

rarely places Relevance Theory at the center of its method. 

Within literary pragmatics more broadly, Pilkington (2000) pioneered the 

application of Relevance Theory to poetry, arguing that aesthetic response often 

arises from the orchestration of weak implicatures. Clark (2013) develops this 

insight, showing how relevance-based inference models readers‘ interpretive 

strategies. These contributions establish the promise of Relevance Theory for 

literary study, but their primary examples tend to come from modern or 

contemporary texts rather than Renaissance lyric. 

Applications to Shakespeare exist but are uneven. Burton (2009) employs 

pragmatic concepts to illuminate conversational implicature in the plays, 

demonstrating how audience inferences are guided by dialogue. Work on the 

sonnets is comparatively sparse, though Hidalgo-Downing (2000) offers a 

relevance-theoretic account of metaphor that is directly applicable to 

Shakespeare‘s figuration. 

A clear gap therefore remains: despite extensive literary scholarship on the 

sonnets and productive relevance-theoretic accounts of poetry in general, few 

studies apply Relevance Theory in a focused way to a single Shakespeare sonnet. 

By reading Sonnet 43 through the lens of explicature and implicature, the present 

study addresses this gap and shows how a pragmatic framework can sharpen and 

extend established interpretive insights. 

 4. Methodology 
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This paper adopts a qualitative, interpretive design grounded in Relevance 

Theory. The source text is Shakespeare‘s 1609 Quarto Sonnet43; standard 

modern editions were consulted to create an authoritative reading text (Booth, 

1977; Kerrigan, 1986). The model treats the poem as a case of ostensive-

inferential communication and it describes how meaning is inferentially 

developed on the basis of relevance-theoretic principles (Wilson & Sperber, 

2004). In line with relevance-theoretic approaches to poetic discourse, the 

analysis considers the ways in which textual cues encourage inferential processes, 

without relying on a single ‗definitive‘ reading (Pilkington, 2000). 

The analysis of this paper goes into two phases: In the first phase the researcher 

breaks down the poem into clauses and lines to trace linguistic and imagistic 

indicators of license for contextual enrichment. Candidate explicatures are then 

made explicit at this level by reference resolution, disambiguation, saturation and 

free enrichment on the basis of relevance-theoretic conditions. In the second 

phase, the study surveys potential **implicatures** generated by inferential 

processes guided by expectations of relevance. These inferences are cataloged 

and grouped descriptively where appropriate, with attention to how the text 

constrains and supports them. Throughout, candidate interpretations are evaluated 

against the principle of optimal relevance, that is, the balance of cognitive effect 

relative to processing effort (Wilson & Sperber, 2004). In keeping with accounts 

of poetic communication, particular note is taken of the role of weakly 

communicated implications in shaping aesthetic response, without anticipating 

specific thematic outcomes (Pilkington, 2000). 

To preserve analytic transparency, all interpretive moves are documented as an 

audit trail, distinguishing (a) textual evidence, (b) enrichment step, and (c) 

resulting explicature or implicature. Secondary scholarship is consulted to check 

the compatibility of procedural assumptions with established editorial and critical 

practices, but it is not used to predetermine results (Booth, 1977; Kerrigan, 1986). 

The scope is deliberately narrow: a single-sonnet analysis aimed at demonstrating 

methodological application rather than offering historical or biographical claims. 

5.A Pragmatic Analysis of Shakespeare’s Sonnet 43 

Relevance Theory, developed by Dan Sperber and Deirdre Wilson (1986/1995; 

2004), distinguishes between explicatures (the explicit content clarified through 

context) and implicatures (inferred meanings). As Robyn Carston (2002) 
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explains, explicatures provide the ―what is said,‖ while implicatures expand into 

―what is meant.‖ Pilkington (2000) extends this to poetry, showing that weak 

implicatures — overlapping, indeterminate suggestions — generate ―poetic 

effects.‖ Applying this framework to Sonnet 43, and grounding the explicatures 

in the Oxford English Dictionary (hence forth, (OED), reveals how Shakespeare 

compresses explicit and implicit meaning into a compact, highly economical 

lyric. 

The Opening Quatrain (Lines 1–4) 

The paradox ―When most I wink, then do mine eyes best see‖ (l. 1) is clarified by 

the OED (s.v. wink), which records a historical sense ―to close the eyes in sleep.‖ 

Explicitly (explicature), the speaker‘s vision is sharpest in sleep. This contrasts 

with line 2: ―For all the day they view things unrespected‖, where OED (s.v. 

unrespected) defines the term as ―disregarded; not esteemed.‖ Explicitly, daylight 

sight is wasted on worthless things. 

From these explicatures, the reader infers implicatures: the beloved is more 

vividly present in dreams than in reality. Following Sperber & Wilson‘s principle 

of optimal relevance, the paradox requires low interpretive effort yet yields high 

cognitive effect: absence is transformed into imaginative presence. 

The Second Quatrain (Lines 3–8) 

The oxymoron ―darkly bright‖ (l. 4) exemplifies the need for pragmatic 

enrichment. While OED (s.v. bright) defines the literal sense as ―shining with 

light,‖ it also records figurative senses such as ―clear‖ or ―vivid (of mental 

impressions).‖ The explicature anchors brightness as mental vividness, not 

physical illumination. Implicature: darkness is the very condition that enables 

imaginative light. 

This paradox is reinforced by the lexical chain shadow, shade, shines, show. The 

OED (s.v. shadow, shade) defines these as ―image, likeness, faint representation.‖ 

Explicitly, the beloved appears in dreamlike likenesses. Implicitly, these shadow-

forms carry intimacy and sustain longing. As Pilkington (2000) notes, such cues 

orchestrate weak implicatures, inviting multiple overlapping inferences: shadows 

are not mere absence but cherished presences. 

The Third Quatrain (Lines 9–12) 
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Here, Shakespeare intensifies paradox through ―fair imperfect shade,‖ ―dead 

night,‖ and ―sightless eyes.‖ Explicitly, these terms are clear: OED (s.v. dead, 

idiom) glosses dead night as ―the stillest part of night,‖ while OED (s.v. sightless) 

defines it as ―without sight; blind.‖ 

Yet the implicatures proliferate. Fair imperfect shade suggests that incomplete 

images still sustain love. Dead night implies not only stillness but mortality, 

amplifying desire. Sightless eyes suggest that true vision lies beyond physical 

sight. These multiple readings align with Relevance Theory‘s idea of weak 

implicatures: overlapping meanings that the reader can recover without strain 

(Sperber & Wilson, 2004). 

The Couplet (Lines 13–14) 

The antithetical closure — ―All days are nights to see till I see thee, / And nights 

bright days when dreams do show thee me‖ — functions as a pragmatic 

summary. Explicitly, OED (s.v. show) defines the verb as ―to cause to be seen, to 

present to view.‖ Thus, dreams show the beloved and make night as bright as day. 

Implicitly, the couplet universalizes the paradox: until real sight is possible, 

imaginative vision outranks literal sight. In Relevance Theory‘s terms, the couplet 

operates as a procedural cue (Blakemore, 2002), signaling how to integrate the 

poem‘s tensions into a coherent conclusion: love recalibrates perception itself. 

Across the sonnet, OED-anchored explicatures secure literal meaning — wink 

(sleep), unrespected (worthless), bright (mental vividness), shadow/shade 

(likeness), dead night (deepest stillness), sightless (without sight), show (present 

to view). From these anchors, readers infer implicatures about absence, longing, 

and imaginative intimacy. 

In Sperber & Wilson‘s framework, the sonnet demonstrates optimal relevance: 

small lexical cues trigger wide interpretive inferences with minimal effort. In 

Pilkington‘s literary adaptation, the text orchestrates a field of weak implicatures 

— absence deepens love, imagination creates presence, longing reshapes time and 

perception. 

Thus, Shakespeare‘s Sonnet 43 shows how compact cues, grounded in lexical 

authority and guided by pragmatic inference, generate layered poetic effects that 

blend logic, paradox, and emotional truth. 
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6.noCsulcnoC:  

This study finds that e ilhkuhjL p p  sphprijyp s pknu concepts with the aid of 

dtmknh yjLhho  ihyphkjinu to examine  s igpolpinpro skjjpp 04   leads to  ijhmqh 

km sphh-y kopj sknho yij klpj kjpk i oqnlnhohjLhu ptlijohrp jppskng km 

ipijhjLo. c mps pinLppph pjnhy ipjpo hk p p  piru hhmphjLg shjg epykipo ohppl-

iphhipph rhohkji qjnpolpypph npyiopo hiuhhL p io i oliyp km jpLhhLhehp rihqpi 

enhL p ijh hing oshpy  mnki hhppnih hhL p pk ipjpih rhrhhjpoo iLihjop ieopjypi ijh 

o ihks kn o ihp oppphpo hjpk p p nkhp km y pnho ph hhgpjpoo. s pop ijy kno hjrhpp i 

spe km fspigw hjmpnpjypo—ieopjyp hpplpjo hkjLhjLn p p hiiLhjiphkj opplo hj 

s pnp p p ekhu yijjkpn ijh hpohnp mhjho hpo enhL ppop ikipjpo hj p p hing. s p 

okjjppro ynimp mqnp pno p p lnkypoo. dtuiknkjn phL p hpthyih y ihjon ynhol 

y hioiqon ijh p p lqjy  km p ip mhjih ijphp poho ihh opnrp io mqhpp hjopnqyphkjon 

LqhhhjL p p npihpn pksinh nhy  liukmm shp  ihjhiih pmmknp.  j p ip eihijyp km 

pmmknp ijh pmmpypn p p lkpi hhhqopnippo klphiih nphprijyp hj iyphkj. cjihuphyihhun 

p p liukmm ho pskmkhh. Fhnopn eu hhophjLqho hjL eppsppj s ip p p lkpi oiuo 

kqpnhL p ijh s ip hp ipnphu oqLLpopon sp Lihj i yhpinpn iil km hpo sknghjLo— ks 

hkyih yqpo ehkooki hjpk hinLpnn iknp jqijyph ipphpqhpo. spykjhn p ho lniLiiphy 

hpjo hkrppihho shp  hkjL-opijhhjL ynhphyih hjohL pog ipjhhpnro mkyqo kj fhnpii-

opphjLnw tkkp ro yphpeniphkj km mpnphhp linihktn ijh ykqjphpoo npiingo kj p p 

okjjppro hijyp km o ihp ijh o hjp ihh pniyg ihkjL p p oiip hjmpnpjphih hhjpo.  

It is worth stressing that the analysis is never entirely final. Editorial interventions 

and the reader‘s own sense of genre can amplify or weaken any particular 

inference. For this reason, pragmatic inquiry gains real traction only when it is set 

alongside sound historical and textual research. Even so, the approach charts a 

clear line from the subtle meaning of a single word to the poem‘s larger thematic 

design, a path that can be followed just as effectively in other sonnets and 

Renaissance lyrics that conjure wide emotional landscapes with remarkably spare 

language. 
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