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Plan for today

o  To consider how relevance theorists have viewed the distinction 
between linguistic semantics and pragmatics

o  To focus in particular on the notions of explicatures and implicatures

o  (I decided there isn’t time also to discuss the distinction between 
conceptual and procedural meaning but I can say a bit on this if you 
ask me to)



Semantics and Pragmatics

It is generally assumed that:

o  Linguistics semantics is about linguistically encoded meanings

o  Pragmatics is about contextually inferred meanings

We might introduce this idea by considering a one-word utterance such 
as:

‘Coffee’



Semantics and Pragmatics

With a partner, make a list of different linguistic meanings of this word 
(i.e. of different things it might mean in different contexts)

‘Coffee’



Semantics and Pragmatics

What about this example?

‘Coffee would keep me awake’



‘coffee?’

Brassed Off. Mark Herman. dir. 1996. Channel Four Films, Miramax Films, 
Prominent Pictures. https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=mRAGb-6wAvk   



Semantics and Pragmatics

Question:

How much of what we understand by utterances depends on semantics 
and how much on pragmatics?

‘Relevance-theoretic answer:

Linguistic meanings vastly underdetermine meanings in context.

This is sometimes referred to as the ‘radical underdeterminacy thesis’

This is quite different from how Grice viewed the distinction . . .



One key thing Grice suggested was a distinction between ‘what is said’ by an 
utterance and ‘what is implicated’:

Grice on the Semantics Pragmatics Distinction

What is communicated

What is said What is implicated



Andy: Do you want to go to that party tonight?

Bella: I’m tired

What Bella said: Bella is tired

What Bella implicated: Bella doesn’t want to go to the party

Saying and Implicating



Andy: How you getting on with your essay?

Bella: This weather is terrible, isn’t it?

What Bella said: The weather today is terrible

What Bella implicated: Bella doesn’t want to talk about her essay

Saying and Implicating



Grice said that:

Saying and Implicating

‘In the sense in which I am using the word ‘say’, I intend what someone 
has said to be closely related to the conventional meaning of the words 
(the sentence) which he has uttered.’

(Grice 1989: 25)



The example Grice used to illustrate what he meant was:

Grice’s Example

‘He is in the grip of a vice.’

What do we need to work out in order to know what the speaker has said here?



Grice said:

Grice’s Example

‘Given a knowledge of the English language, but no knowledge of the 
circumstances of the utterance, one would know something about what 
the speaker had said, on the assumption that he was speaking standard 
English, and speaking literally. One would know that he had said, about 
some particular male person or animal x, that at the time of the 
utterance (whatever that was) either (i) x was unable to rid himself of a 
certain bad kind of character- trait or (ii) that some part of x’s person 
was caught in a certain kind of tool or instrument. (Approximate account, 
of course).’



Grice said:

Grice’s Example

‘But for a full identification of what the speaker had said, one would need 
to know (a) the identity of x, (b) the time of utterance, and (c) the 
meaning, on the particular occasion of utterance, of the phrase “in the 
grip of a vice” (a decision between (i) and (ii).’



Grice did not quite view the distinction between semantics and pragmatics as 
being equivalent to the distinction between saying and implicating. He saw 
semantics (linguistically encoded meanings) contributed both to what is said 
and to some implicatures:

Grice on the Semantics Pragmatics Distinction

Semantics Pragmatics

Saying Implicating



Grice suggested that some expressions (such as but and therefore) were 
conventionally associated with implicatures:

She is a teenager. She has read Pride and Prejudice

‘Conventional Implicatures’



Grice suggested that some expressions (such as however and therefore) were 
conventionally associated with implicatures:

She is a teenager. She has read Pride and Prejudice

She is a teenager. However, she has read Pride and Prejudice

She is a teenager. Therefore, she has read Pride and Prejudice

‘Conventional Implicatures’



Wilson and Sperber (1981) suggested that Grice had missed an important point 
about pragmatic principles . . .

Grice on the Semantics-Pragmatics Distinction



Wilson and Sperber (1981) suggested that pragmatic principles are also 
involved in working out ‘what is said’

Grice on the Semantics-Pragmatics Distinction

Semantics Pragmatics

Saying Implicating



’Refuse to admit them’

The Pragmatics of Saying

Here is the key example Wilson and Sperber used in that paper to demonstrate 
that pragmatic processes are involved in recovering ‘what is said’:

Can you see why this example might be relevant for this?



The Pragmatics of Saying

They also pointed out that there was more to working out ‘what is said’ (or 
explicit content) than just disambiguation and reference assignment.



’John plays well’

The Pragmatics of Saying

Here is the key example Wilson and Sperber used to demonstrate that 
recovering ‘what is said’ involves more than disambiguation and reference 
assignment:

Can you see why this example might be relevant for this?



Developing this approach, Sperber and Wilson coined the term ‘explicature’ to 
refer to propositions which constitute the (partly implicit) explicit content of an 
utterance.

Explicatures



Here is one definition of the term ‘explicature’:

Definition of ‘Explicature’

‘An assumption communicated by an utterance U is explicit if and only if 
it is a development of a logical form encoded by U’

(Sperber and Wilson 1986: 182)



They also say:

Definition of ‘Explicature’

‘On the analogy of ‘implicature’, we will call an explicitly communicated 
assumption an explicature . . .  An explicature is a combination of 
linguistically encoded and contextually inferred conceptual features. The 
smaller the relative contribution of the contextual features, the more 
explicit the explicature will be, and inversely. Explicitness, so understood 
is both classificatory and comparative: a communicated assumption is 
either an explicature or an implicature, but an explicature is explicit to a 
greater or lesser degree.’

(Sperber and Wilson 1986: 182)



Carston developed understanding of how explicatures are inferred and showed, 
among other things, how this approach could lead to a new understanding of 
what Grice had termed ‘generalised conversational implicatures’

Carston on Explicatures



Here is one key example. Can you see what need to assume to understand it 
beyond what the speaker has ‘said’?

Carston on Explicatures

‘He’s been insulted and he’s going to resign’



Most speakers have the intuition that this utterance communicates that the 
resignation has been triggered by the insult. Before Grice, many theorists 
assumed that and was ambiguous and described this sense as ‘causal and’

Carston on Explicatures

‘He’s been insulted and he’s going to resign’



Examples containing and were important for Grice as one of his motivations 
was to show that expressions such as and were not, in fact, multiply 
ambiguous. For Grice, different ways of understanding connections in 
examples like this were explained as (’generalised conversational’) 
implicatures:

Reanalysing Grice’s Examples

‘Aberdeen is in Scotland and London is in England’

‘He went to St Pancras and got on the train’

‘There was an incident at Angel and the train 
was delayed’



Carston showed instead that they could be seen as arising from aspects of 
explicatures. Very roughly:

Reanalysing Grice’s Examples

‘He went to St Pancras [at time x] and got on the train [at time x+n]’

‘There was an incident at Angel [at time x] and the train 
was delayed [as a result of the incident at Angel]’



Here (and on the handout) are some more examples which can be used to 
illustrate the notion of explicature. See if you can work out some of the 
inferences we need to make to understand them in contexts like the ones 
suggested by the exchanges containing them:

Further Examples

‘The shops are some distance from here’

‘He’s too soft’

‘It’s the same’



Relevance theorists also depart from Grice’s approach with regard to 
implicatures.

One difference is that they assume that implicatures can be stronger or weaker

Implicatures



Stronger and weaker communication

Communicators can provide more or less evidence for particular 
communicated assumptions, e.g. the possible implicatures of the second 
utterance in this exchange:

Do you think we should 
save these leftovers?

I hate waste



Stronger and weaker implicatures

Strongly implicates: We should save the leftovers

Less strongly implicates: We should avoid waste when we can
We should buy less food
We should start composting
We should vote green
B disapproves of A’s potential 
wastefulness . . .

I hate waste



Examples

Here (and on the handout) are some more examples which can be used to 
illustrate the notion of weak implicature. See if you can identify a range of 
stronger and weaker possible implicatures for each example containing them:

‘He does his best’

‘My childhood days are gone, gone’

‘Billy came with a sad smile on his face’



Stronger and weaker implicatures

This notion has been used in a range of ways, including in accounting for:

o  ‘poetic effects’

o  choices made by writers and editors



‘Poetic effects’

Sperber and Wilson (1995: ) suggest that ‘poetic effects’ can be 
understood as arising when an utterance achieves relevance by giving 
rise to a relatively wide range of relatively weak implicatures. 



‘Poetic effects’

Here is an example which has often  been used to illustrate how ‘poetic 
effects’ can be understood as communicating a relatively wide range of 
relatively weak implicatures. It was said by Flaubert referring to the writer 
Leconte de Lisle:

‘Son encre est pale’

(‘His ink is pale’ )



‘Poetic effects’

Adrian Pilkington (2000) uses the notion of weak implicature in analysing 
the poem Digging by Seamus Heaney (1966; viewable and hearable at 
http://www.poetryfoundation.org/poem/177017) It opens:

Between my finger and my thumb
The squat pen rests; snug as a gun.

And ends:

Between my finger and my thumb
The squat pen rests.
I’ll dig with it.



‘Poetic effects’

There is a discussion of 
Pilkington’s work (aimed 
at teachers) here:

https://
thedefinitearticle.aqa.or
g.uk/2016/09/28/
implicature-and-literary-
texts-research-digest/



Writer and editor choices

Clark (2012) suggests that the so-called ‘minimalist’ style in Raymond 
Carver’s stories and differences between different versions of his stories, 
can be understood as being to do with varying the strength of particular 
communicated assumptions.



Two versions of Carver

First published version (edited by Gordon Lish):
Rae said, “Tell him, Mom. Tell him what we talked about.”

(Stull and Carroll 2009: 323)

Earlier version (before Lish edited the story):
Bea said, “Tell him, Mom. Tell him what we talked about. It’s in 
his head, isn’t it? If he wants to stop drinking, all he has to do is 
tell himself to stop. It’s all in his head. Everything’s in the head.”

(Stull and Carroll 2009: 949)





Steven Pinker on pragmatics

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=3-son3EJTrU



Questions and discussion


