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Pragmat i c s m e e t s Reason ing :  T h e Interpretatio n o f  Conditiona l  Utterance s 

Laszl d K .  Nag y (nagy@informatik.uni-hamburg.de ) 
Universit y  o f  Hamburg ,  Doctora l  Progra m i n Cognitiv e Scienc e 

Vogt-K6lln-Str .  30.2252 7 Hamburg ,  German y 

Introductio n 

Curren t  theorie s o f  reasonin g regularl y incorporat e som e 
..independentl y motivate d pragmati c comprehensio n 
processes "  (Brain e e t  al. ,  1995 :  264) .  One  o f  th e dominan t 
concept s o f  utteranc e comprehensio n i s Grice' s (1989 ) 
conversationa l  implicature .  Gric e argue s tha t  hearer s 
frequentl y infe r  mor e tha n th e litera l  meanin g o f  a n 
utterance ,  an d tha t  thes e inference s sho w distinctiv e 
properties .  Th e purpos e o f  thi s presentatio n wil l  be ,  first ,  t o 
tes t  experimentall y whethe r  thes e 'Gricea n properties '  dis -
tinguis h implicature s fro m othe r  inferences ,  an d second ,  t o 
develo p a  processin g mode l  o f  pragmati c comprehension . 

Tests for Implicature 

Gric e (1989 )  describe s th e followin g feature s o f  conversa -
tiona l  implicature :  a n inferenc e schem a i s  suppose d t o 
guid e fro m th e litera l  meanin g t o th e implie d on e 
{calculability) ;  a n implicatur e ca n b e cancelle d b y addin g 
ne w premise s t o th e origina l  se t  (cancellabilily) ;  last ,  a n 
implicatur e canno t  b e delete d simpl y b y changin g th e 
word s o f  a n utteranc e (non-detachability) .  Thes e feature s 
hav e bee n teste d i n thre e computer-base d experiments , 
usin g conditiona l  phrase s a s targets .  Conditional s appea r  t o 
be appropriat e a s a  startin g point ,  becaus e thei r  implicatur e 
lead s t o th e well-documente d biconditiona l  interpretatio n 
(se e Evans ,  Newstea d &  Byrne ,  1993) . 

Subject s firs t  rea d th e brie f  descriptio n o f  a n everyda y 
scene ,  wher e a  perso n uttere d eithe r  a  conditiona l  promis e 
(e.g .  „I f  yo u allocat e th e resources ,  ou r  sale s wil l  double" ) 
or  a  conditiona l  warnin g („I f  yo u driv e fast ,  yo u wil l  pa y a 
fine").  Then ,  subject s performe d a  tas k tha t  mirrore d on e 
of  th e characteristic s mentione d above .  Accordin g t o th e 
hypothesis ,  implicature s shoul d posses s eac h o f  th e thre e 
features ,  whil e other ,  deductiv e inferences ,  shoul d not .  Th e 
dat a suppl y onl y partia l  evidenc e fo r  th e hypothesis :  Non -
detachabilit y  i s a  distinctiv e feature ,  whil e cance l  labilit y  i s 
not ,  an d calculabilit y ca n b e reduce d t o th e criterio n 
'mutua l  knowledg e o f  speake r  an d addressee' . 

Processing Model 

Th e experimenta l  findings  -bot h frequencie s an d reactio n 
times -  lea d t o th e followin g mode l  o f  utteranc e processing . 
Pragmati c interpretatio n start s immediatel y afte r  th e 
utteranc e recognitio n phas e i s  completed .  Th e addresse e 
build s u p a  speake r  intentio n representatio n (se e 1 ,  righ t 

column) .  Thi s involve s conversio n fro m linguisti c surfac e 
structur e t o a  mor e abstract ,  propositiona l  forma t  (2) .  The n 
th e individua l  utteranc e wil l  b e mappe d o n a  speec h ac t 
categor y (3) .  Thi s pre-processin g speed s u p logical -
semanti c evaluation ,  wher e th e addresse e ha s t o chec k 
whic h possibl e event s o r  action s ar e compatibl e wit h th e 
utteranc e (4 )  an d the n prepar e fo r  action .  T o summarize , 
th e mai n step s ar e th e following : 

1.  Representatio n o f  speake r  intention s 
2.  Surface-to-typ e conversio n 
3.  Utteranc e categorizatio n 
4.  Truth-valu e assignmen t  t o consequence s 
5.  Situation-dependen t  inference s 
Thi s mode l  m a y b e see n a s a n addendu m t o establishe d 

theorie s o f  reasoning ,  a s a  componen t  tha t  tackle s th e earl y 
phas e o f  discours e comprehensio n rathe r  tha n subsequent , 
mor e comple x inference s (5) .  Th e mode l  fits  particularl y 
wel l  int o th e revise d Heuristic-Analyti c theor y (Evan s & 
Over  1996) ,  namel y i n it s  heuristi c component . 

Conclusion 

The experimenta l  assessmen t  o f  th e Gricea n conversationa l 
implicatur e provide s onl y partia l  evidenc e fo r  it s definin g 
feature s calculability ,  cancellabilil y an d non-detach -
ability .  However ,  th e nee d fo r  a n explicit ,  testabl e mode l 
of  pragmati c processin g -precedin g reasoning -  i s obvious , 
and thi s mode l  wil l  b e th e mai n topi c o f  th e presentation . 
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