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Lecture 18 
Pragmatics 

 
Pragmatics: the study of how language is used to communicate 
 —how to “do things with words”. 
 
Compare pragmatics with semantics: 

what you communicate isn’t always the same as the meaning of a sentence. 
Consider the sentence Do you know the time?: 

someone asking this probably wants to find out what time it is, 
but the semantics of the sentence is just asking whether you know the time. 

Answering Do you know the time? with Yes! would be uncooperative, 
ignoring what the speaker is actually trying to communicate. 

 
Speech acts: 

Language is used to accomplish various types of actions, e.g.: 
 • giving information 

• making a request 
• making a command 
• making a threat 
• making a promise 

Each of these is a type of speech act—i.e., action carried out through language. 
 
Three types of speech act have basic syntactic structures associated with them: 
• making an assertion / declarative sentence structure: Chris washed the car. 
• asking a question / interrogative sentence structure: Did Chris wash the car? 
• giving an order / imperative sentence structure: Wash the car! 
Speech acts of these three types where the sentence structure and (literal) 

meaning of the sentence correspond to the speech act being performed 
 are called direct speech acts. 
 
Indirect speech act: 

using a sentence to perform a speech act other than its literal meaning. 
E.g.: using a declarative sentence to give an order— 

You have to wash the car now. 
—using an interrogative sentence to make a statement of fact— 

Did you know that Chris washed the car? 
—or using an imperative sentence to ask a question— 

Tell me if Chris washed the car. 
 
A speech act can still be indirect even if it uses the syntactic type associated with 

that speech act: e.g., an interrogative sentence can indirectly ask a question: 
Do you know if Chris washed the car? 

The speech act being performed is asking whether Chris washed the car. 



Performative speech acts: 
speech acts carried out by a sentence that identifies the speech act itself. 

E.g., the speech act of making a promise: 
the way you carry out the act of promising is by saying you’re doing so. 

I promise that I will wash the car: 
formally a declarative sentence, but the actual speech act being carried out 
is the act of promising itself, not the act of telling someone about it. 

In effect, the act of uttering the sentence is what makes it true. 
Other examples of performative sentences: 

I bet you ten bucks that Chris won’t wash the car. 
I now pronounce you husband and wife. 
I apologize. 
You’re under arrest. 

 
The Cooperative Principle (formulated by Paul Grice): 
A theory of how the meaning the speaker intends to communicate 

is related to the compositional (semantic) meaning of sentences: 
We can treat people in a conversation as cooperating to meet mutual goals. 
 
Grice formulated several “maxims” that cooperative communicators respect: 
• Maxim of quality: Tell the truth; don’t say things you don’t have adequate 

evidence for or that you believe to be false. 
• Maxim of quantity: Say just as much as is necessary; don’t add unnecessary 

details, but be as informative as needed to get your meaning across. 
• Maxim of relevance: Stick to the point; makes sure your contributions have 

to do with the topic being discussed. 
• Maxim of manner: Be clear; avoid obscurity and unnecessary ambiguity; be 

concise and organized in how you formulate utterances. 
 
These aren’t prescriptive statements or advice on cooperative communication; 

they’re descriptions of assumptions people seem to make in conversation. 
E.g., consider this dialogue: 

PARENT: Have you finished all your homework? 
CHILD: Well, I finished my math homework. 
PARENT: Well, hurry up and finish your English homework too! 

Why does the parent assume the child hasn’t finished her English homework? 
After all, she didn’t say she hadn’t finished it. 

Because of the maxim of quantity: assume she wouldn’t omit important details. 
So if she had done all her homework, she would have said as much. 

 
Obviously violating maxims can also communicate a specific message. 
Consider this graduate school recommendation letter: 

“I hereby recommend John Smith for admission to your program. He has 
excellent handwriting and is typically well-dressed, and his kids are cute.” 

Deliberately violating the maxim of relevance— 
i.e., only mentioning qualities that aren’t relevant to grad school admission— 

communicates that there is nothing positive and relevant to say about John, 
without literally saying so. 



Grice’s maxims allow the speaker to draw additional conclusions, 
above and beyond the literal semantic meaning of what the speaker says, 
on the assumption that the speaker is being cooperative. 

These conclusions are called implicatures. 
 
E.g., from the previous example, Well, I did my math homework has the implicature 

‘I didn’t do my English homework.’ 
Professor Harrison is either in his office or in the seminar room has the implicature 

‘I don’t know which one he’s in,’ by the maxim of quantity: 
if I knew which one he was in, you assume I’d just tell you that. 

That’s the man Susan lives with has the implicature ‘They’re not married,’ 
by the maxim of manner: if a shorter description existed, I would use it. 

 
Don’t confuse implicature with entailment! 
 
Well, I did my math homework does not entail I didn’t do my English homework. 

The sentence would still be true even if she had done her English homework. 
It’s not the semantics that lets you conclude she didn’t do her English homework 

—just your assumption that she’s obeying the maxim of quantity. 
 
Implicatures can be canceled: 

People are licensed to assume what’s implicated by what you say is true, 
but you can go out of your way to specify that it’s actually not true. 

Professor Harrison is either in his office or in the seminar room implicates 
that I don’t know which one he’s in. But I could say this: 

He’s either in his office or in the seminar room—as a matter of fact, he’s in his office. 
 It’s not ungrammatical or inconsistent; just a weird thing to say. 
But you can’t cancel an entailment: 

The king was assassinated entails The king is now dead; 
so saying something like The king was assissinated, but actually he’s not dead  

is self-contradictory. 
 
The use of implicature may require common ground between speakers— 

i.e., knowledge that speaker and listener both know and know they know. 
E.g., if the child is saying Well, I did my math homework in order to communicate 

the implicature that she hasn’t done her English homework, 
her ability to communicate that depends on the fact that she and the parent both 

know that she had English homework to begin with. 



Presupposition: 
 
Some constructions, words, etc., are said to presuppose some information: 

they only make sense if certain information is in the common ground. 
Compare these two sentences: 

 
(a) Steve stole a book. 
(b) What Steve stole was a book. 

 
They have the same truth conditions and the same semantic meaning, 

but they’re used in different pragmatic contexts: 
you'd only say (b) if the information ‘Steve stole something’ 

was already in the common ground—known to you and the listener. 
We say that sentence (b) presupposes that Steve stole something; 

(a) doesn’t have that presupposition. 
 
If the information that Steve stole something isn’t in the common ground, 

(b) isn’t false or ungrammatical, just unfelicitous— 
i.e., inappropriate for the pragmatic context. 

 
If a presupposition fails—i.e., a sentence’s presupposition isn’t true— 

the sentence can become meaningless or hard to interpret. 
Consider The king of France is bald: it presupposes that there’s a King of France. 

Since there is no king of France, the presupposition fails. 
The sentence isn’t true. But it isn’t really false either—it’s just meaningless. 

The sentence only has a truth value if its presuppositions are satisfied. 
 
Unlike entailments, presuppositions don’t go away if a sentence is negated. 
 
 (a) Steve stole a book.  (a') Steve didn’t steal a book. 

(b) What Steve stole was a book. (b') What Steve stole wasn’t a book. 
 
(a) entails that Steve stole something; (a') obviously doesn’t entail that. 

(b) presupposes that Steve stole something; (b') has the same presupposition. 
(b') also entails that Steve stole something; (b') doesn’t—it presupposes it but doesn’t entail it. 
 
Similarly, questions can have presuppositions, but not entailments: 

Was what Steve stole a book? 
Do you want to go back to France? presupposes you’ve been to France before. 

 
Presupposition can be embedded pretty deeply in a language’s grammar: 
 the meaning of the determiner the is a presupposition. 
Determiners identify individual members of sets; 

the presupposes you already know which individual is meant 
(or at least have enough information to figure it out) 

—sometimes because there’s only one in the set (the sky, the queen of England); 
sometimes because it’s clear from context (I saw a man, and the man said…); 
sometimes because it’s the only one that’s relevant (I graded the midterm); etc. 


