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Grice's Rules of Conversation
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In his attempt to describe the features of discourse which
are associated with the 'conversational' implicature, H.P. Grice
hypothesizes a cooperative principle which the interlocutors. are
expected to observe in their verbal interaction. This principle
dictates, each participant to be aware of the purpose or the direction
of thelc%nversutlon and to make their contrlbutlon accordingly to
achieve the ultimate purpose of communhication. TIf theke happens to
be any deviation, they will assume that therc is something else
being implicd. For the purpose of communicative tlarityy«Gricc scts
up & maxims or rules of conversation : Quantity, Quality, Relation
and Manncr. : a7 BT T
1. Quantity : a) Be as informative as required. :

‘ ' b) Be no morc %nfjrmatlve than required. _ =
2« Quality : a) Say only what ye u'belleve to be true.
b) Say only what ypu have adequate evidence for,

EqR Relation': Bo relevaﬂt,



b

4+ Manner g Be perspicuous

a) Don't be obscure.
b) Don't be ambiguous.
c) Be brief. Fawr
d) Be orderly.:

Anlie A participant in the verbal transaction may fail to fulfill
a.maxim in any of the following ways 3

1;7He may violate the maxim and, consequently, mislead his audience.
2, He may opﬁ)Out.

3,. He may be faced with a clash when he has to violate one maxim in
order to be able to fulfill the other. :
L. He may flout o maxim to communicate something other than the
. ~superficial meaning of his utterance.

The following are cxamples from actual use of a language in
which the maxims or rules have not been followed one way or the other,
An attempt is made to identify the convergational rules in question
and also to present some possible explanation of the underlying meaning
being conveyede.:

B I. An example in which the second maxim of Quantity has been
flout@d' :

The following dispute was between two little sisters over a
toy which they are supposed to share.

i

Older girl : I'm older. I must have it first,

ol

Younger girl : I'm your sister. Mom says you must let me have it.

Here there is no need for either of them to inform the other
of her age or her place in the family tree. The older girl seemed to
think that since it is always older people who can lay down the rules,
she should be able to exercise her seniority herec. The younger One,
anable to refufe that, had to refer to the super-power, 'Mom'. But in
the first place, they staoted the plain fact known to both of them just
to remind the other of the privilege that they thdéught went with -it.
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IT, Examples of a flouting of the first maxim of Quality
are commonly found in irony, metaphor, cxaggeration and understatement.
The following are some of them:

IT a. At a house party, it was getting late and one of the
remaining guests mentioned a couple of times that it's time to leave.
But he just went on talking and made no move to comply with his remark,
tthen he said again, 'I'm afraid we have to leave, his girl-friend said,
"You've said that a thousand times alrcady.'' Obviously, he did not
repeat himself that many, and it secms unlikely for anyone to keep
record of every statement someone else has made during such gathering.
what she was implying was that he had said it before and not just onceu,
Cases with expressions of time are quite common. A person might answer,
“I']11 be down in a minute' to a call to the dining-table, or a shop
assistant might say, "I'll be right back with you in a sccond" to a
waiting customer which she is hurrying another onc to the cashier. In
both cases, the spcakers and the hearers understand that everything
is meant except the exact amount of time stated.

II b. Surprised when a friend told me what she had heard, I
asked her for the source of news and she answered, "Little bird told
me." It is obvious that this cannot be taken literally. The only
logical conclusion that can be made is that the person did not want
to reveal her informant. Expressions like ''via the grape-vine" serve
the same purpose.

Important as Grice's maxims are, there remains this great
problem with the rules as Robin Lakoff has pointed out (Lakoff, 1977%) %
there are many differences between the specaker and his audicence. The
interaction does not take place in a vacuum but there is old informa-
tion, linguistic and non-linguistic. Grice's rules of conversation
are formulated from the speaker's side but what the speaker regards
as crystal clear might be obscure and hard to figure out to his
audicnce, the speaker's adequacy might prove inadequate to other
participants and so on.
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