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Implicature



The Banker Case 
Suppose that A and B are talking 
about a mutual friend, C, who is now 
working in a bank. A asks B how C is 
getting on in his job, and B replies, 
Oh quite well, I think; he likes his 
colleagues, and he hasn't been to 
prison yet. 



The Reference Letter Case 
A is writing a testimonial about a 
pupil who is a candidate for a 
philosophy job, and his letter reads 
as follows: "Dear Sir, Mr. X's 
command of English is excellent, and 
his attendance at tutorials has been 
regular. Yours, etc." 



The “Fine Friend” Case 
X, with whom A has been on close 
terms until now, has betrayed a 
secret of A's to a business rival. A 
and his audience both know this. A 
says X is a fine friend. 



Meaning 
(perfoming a speech act)

Saying 
(perfoming a  

direct speech act)

Conversationally 
Implicating 

(perfoming an  
indirect speech act)



Saying 
(perfoming a  

direct speech act)

Making as if to Say 
(making as if to  
perform a direct  

speech act)

vs.



A Case of Metaphor 

Suppose Juliet said to a friend,  
“Romeo is a prime cut of meat”.  

In doing so she: 

…makes as if to say Romeo is (literally) a high-
quality piece of animal flesh. 

…and conversationally implicates that he is an 
attractive dude (etc.?).



Grice’s Reference Letter Case 

In uttering ‘Mr. X's command of English is 
excellent, and his attendance at tutorials has 
been regular’, the letter writer: 

…made as if to say that Mr. X's command of 
English is excellent, and his attendance at 
tutorials has been regular 

…and conversationally implicated that the 
student is not very good at philosophy.



The Cooperative Principle 
“Make your contribution such 
as it is required, at the stage at 
which it occurs, by the 
accepted purpose or direction 
of the talk exchange in which 
you are engaged."



The Maxims of Conversation 
Maxim of Quantity: Information 
 • Make your contribution as informative as is 

required for the current purposes of the 
exchange. 

 • Do not make your contribution more 
informative than is required. 

Maxim of Quality: Truth 
 • Do not say what you believe to be false. 
 • Do not say that for which you lack adequate 

evidence.



The Maxims of Conversation 

Maxim of Relation: Relevance 
 • Be relevant. 
Maxim of Manner: Clarity ("be perspicuous") 
 • Avoid obscurity of expression. 
 • Avoid ambiguity. 
 • Be brief (avoid unnecessary prolixity). 
 • Be orderly.
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The “Fine Friend” Case 
X, with whom A has been on close 
terms until now, has betrayed a 
secret of A's to a business rival. A 
and his audience both know this. A 
says X is a fine friend. 



Grice’s Four Tests for Conversational Implicature 
1. Nondetachability: "The implicature is nondetachable 
insofar as it is not possible to find another way of saying the 
same thing (or approximately the same thing) which simply 
lacks the implicature." 

2. Cancelability: "...a putative conversational implicature is 
explicitly cancelable if, to the form of words the utterance of 
which putatively implicates that p, it is admissible to add but 
not p, or I do not mean to imply that p, and it is contextually 
cancelable if one can find situations in which the utterance 
of the form of words would simply not carry the 
implicature."



Grice’s Four Tests for Conversational Implicature 
3. Non-Conventionality: "...conversational implicata are 
not part of the meaning of the expressions to the 
employment of which they attach." 

4. Calculability: "The presence of a conversational 
implicature must be capable of being worked out; for even if 
it can in fact be intuitively grasped, unless the intuition is 
replaceable by an argument, the implicature (if present at 
all) will not count as a conversational implicature; it will be a 
conventional implicature."



Upshots 
• A (somewhat) systematic account of how 

indirect communication is possible. 

• A way of connecting communication to all 
other cooperative activities. 

• A way of positing relatively minimal and 
systematic meanings for expression-types 
while allowing for a diverse range of speaker 
meanings.



Question: 
Q: Can Grice’s theory explain indirect 
speech acts that aren’t assertoric? 
A: Not as it stands. The maxims of 
quantity and quality are specific to 
assertoric speech. 
But maybe we could come up with 
more, or more general, maxims?

e.g.: 
Can you pass the salt? 
You’re standing on my foot.
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