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Week 2: Explicatures and Implicatures 

 
1. Today’s session 
 
I realised that I was aiming to cover too much today so I’m now planning to cover 
only the semantics-pragmatics distinction and the notions of explicatures and 
implicatures. Today’s handout mainly contains some examples to discuss 
 
2. ‘coffee’ 
 
With a partner, see how many linguistically encoded meanings can you think of for 
coffee: 
 
 
 
3. ‘coffee would keep me awake’ 
 
How might we understand this example in a specific context? What different 
assumptions would lead to different kinds of interpretations? 
 
 
 
 
4. ‘Refuse to admit them’ 
 
What inferences do we need to make before we can determine what the speaker of 
this utterance has said? 
 

5. ‘John plays well’ 
 
What do we need to infer beyond disambiguation (of play) and reference 
assignment (to John)? 
 
 
 
 
 
 
6. Further examples to illustrate explicature 
 
See if you can work out some of the inferences Andy needs to make to understand 
Bella’s utterances here:  
 
a. Andy: Should I nip out and get some milk? 

Bella: The shops are some distance from here 
 
 
 

b. Andy: Do you think Colin will make a good teacher? 
Bella: He’s too soft 
 
 
 

c. Andy: Can you play 12=string guitar? 
Bella: It’s the same 

 
 
7. Further examples to illustrate weak implicature 
 
d. Andy: How’s your new intern getting on? 

Bella: He does his best.  
 
 
 

e. My childhood days are gone, gone.  



(This one was mentioned at the en of last week’s handout. You might 
compare it with other examples containing repetition, e.g.: 
 
  There’s a fox, a fox in the garden 
 
 
 

f. The party was great. Emma came with Scott, Andy came with Bella and Billy 
came with a sad smile on his face.  

  
 
 
8. Reading 
 
Grice: 
 
Grice, H. Paul. 1975. Logic and conversation. In P. Cole and J. Morgan (eds.) 

Syntax and Semantics 3: Speech Acts. Academic Press, New York: 41-58. 
Reprinted in Grice 1989: 86-116. 

Grice, H. Paul. 1989. Studies in the Way of Words. Harvard University Press, 
Cambridge MA.   

 
Relevance theory: 
 
Wilson, Deirdre and Dan Sperber. 1981. On Grice’s theory of conversation. In P. 

Werth (ed.) Conversation and Discourse. Croom Helm, London: 155-78. An 
early discussion of Grice’s approach and a key paper in the development of 
relevance theory. 

 
Explicature and implicature: 
 
Carston, Robyn. 2002. Thoughts and Utterances. Wiley-Blackwell, Oxford. A 

thorough and detailed book-length discussion with lots of discussion of 
explicatures and implicatures. 

Carston, Robyn and Alison Hall. 2011. Implicature and explicature. In Schmid, H-J. 
and D. Geeraerts (eds.) Cognitive Pragmatics. Volume 4 of Handbooks in 
Pragmatics. Mouton de Gruyter, Berlin: 47-84. A more recent, and still up-to-
date, discussion. 

Strong and weak implicature: 
 
Pilkington, Adrian. 1992. Poetic Effects. Lingua 87.1: 29-51. On weak implicature 

and poetic effects. 
Pilkington, A. 2000. Poetic Effects. John Benjamins, Amsterdam. On weak 

implicature and poetic effects. 
 
Clark, Billy. 2012. Beginning with One More Thing: Pragmatics and editorial 

intervention in the work of Raymond Carver’. Journal of Literary Semantics 
41.2: 155-174. Considers different versions of Carver’s work, partly by looking 
at the range of stronger and weaker implicatures each version gives rise to. 

 
9. Reading for next time 
 
Next time, we’ll look in more detail at how relevance theorists have aimed to 
account for figurative language and, in particular, metaphor (and maybe briefly 
some discussion of irony). Here is some useful advance reading: 
 
Clark 2013, chapters 9 (o metaphor) and 10 (on irony) 
 
Other reading on metaphor and irony: 
 
Sperber, Dan and Deirdre Wilson. 1990. Rhetoric and relevance. In Bender, J. and 

D. Wellbery (eds.) The Ends of Rhetoric: History, Theory, Practice. Stanford 
University Press, Stanford CA: 140-156. 

 Sperber, Dan and Deirdre Wilson, 2008. A deflationary account of metaphor. In 
Gibbs, R. (ed.) Handbook of Metaphor and Thought. Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge: 84-108. 

Wilson, Deirdre. 2006. The pragmatics of verbal irony: Echo or pretence? Lingua 
116: 1722-1743. 

Wilson, Deirdre and Robyn Carston. 2006. Metaphor, relevance and the emergent 
property issue. Mind and Language 21.3: 404-433. 

Wilson, D and D. Sperber. 2012. Meaning and Relevance. Cambridge University 
Press, Cambridge. This collection contains versions of some of the other 
papers listed here. 


