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Speaker and Hearer in

Neo—Gricean Pragmatics

B Laurence R. Horn
Yale University

I ABSTRACT

The modern field of lexical pragmatics can be traced to Jim McCawley’s
classic 1978 paper, “Conversational Implicature and the Lexicon.” But a
century before McCawley’s insightful investigation of the ways in which
Gricean inference informs the structure and use of lexical items, Hermann
Paul (1880) had surveyed a range of constructions whose form and distribu-
tion reflect the interplay of two functional principles governing conversation,
the first being the (speaker-motivated) tendency to reduce expression —later
formulated by G. K. Zipf as the linguistic correlate of a general Principle of
Least Effort—and the second being the (hearer-motivated) communicative
requirements on sufficiency of information. The descendants of this func-
tional dialectic include the speaker’s vs. hearer’s economies of Zipf and
Martinet and the opposed halves of Grice’s Maxim of Quantity (“Make your
contribution {as informative as is required/no more informative than is
required} for the current purpose of the exchange” ) grounded within a
general theory of rationality and co-operation. From these Gricean submaxims
in turn derive the Q and R Principles of Horn 1984 (essentially = “Say
enough” / “Don’t say too much” ) and the interplay of effort and effect
within Relevance Theory (Sperber & Wilson 1986, Carston 2002). While the
interaction of the Paul/Grice principles pervades the entire linguistic system,
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as emerges notably in the trade-off between articulatory “laziness” and
perceptual distinctness in functional phonetics, it is the consequences of this
interaction for the mental lexicon that provide the focus for this presentation.

Since McCawley’s seminal paper, it has become graduaily evident that
choices among lexical alternatives is guided to a large extent by pragmatic
principles; work by Elizabeth Traugott and others has examined the role of
neo-Gricean inference in semantic change. In addition to motivating a
pragmatic (Q-based) constraint on lexicalization, I survey the role of speaker-
and hearer-based economy principles in motivating syntagmatic reduction,
broadening and narrowing, euphemism and negative strengthening, and the
lexical clone construction (No, I wanted a SALAD salad) and its cross-
linguistic counterparts. Finally, drawing on the complementary (speaker-
based) Avoid Synonymy and (hearer-based) Avoid Homonymy principles, I
argue that synchronic, diachronic, and developmental aspects of lexical
pragmatics provide support for a dualistic neo-Gricean picture of meaning in
natural language.

Key words: broadening, semantic, clones, lexical division of prag-
matic labor, homonymy avoidance, mutual exclusivity
narrowing, semantic neg-raising , synonymy avoidance

The great Confucianist and Taoist traditions of China see the universe
as governed through the interaction of the two opposed macro-principles YIN
and YANG, as reflected in the classic pairs in (1):

2 YANG YIN
male female
positive negative
light dark
heaven earth
sun moon
high low
creative/active receptive/passive
gods ghosts
large small

hard soft
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Given the eternal cyclical interplay of yin and yang, every phenomenon
contains the seed of its complementary and inevitably changes into its
opposite over time: yin flows into yang and yang into yin. Indeed, each of the
two principles is contained and defined by the other, as we are reminded by
the familiar symbol:

The followers of Manichaeus, adherents of a fiercely dualistic spiritual
movement originating in Persia in the third century of the Common Era,
introduced a decidedly moral dimension to the universal dichotomies re-
flected in both nature and society:

The Manicheans account for the mixture of good and evil in the
universe, by the opposite agencies of two co-eternal and independent
principles.

[1793 D. STEWART OQutl. Moral Philos. 11. ii. § 293, cited in
OQED, s.v. Manichaean]

But, as with the yin/yang diagram, the opposed principles of the
Manichaeans, however “co-eternal” , are in fact less “independent” than
co-dependent.

I received my graduate training in California in the 60s, so I prefer to
operate with a no-fault version of Manichaeism, beyond good and evil. After
all, one woman’s yin is another man’s yang. In the pragmatics of communi-
cation, the heirs of the dualists are legion, but two emerée from the pack under
the entry of (. ] Grice). While the philosopher Herbert Paul Grice (1913-1988)
was not named for the philologist Hermann Paul (1846-1921), the theory of
conversational implicature (Grice [1967]1989) can be seen as one of several
milestones on the journey initiated by H. Paul toward an understanding of the
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role of pragmatics in lexical acquisition, lexical choice, and semantic change.
In his Prinzipien der Sprachgeschichte —whose English translation
appeared in 1889, precisely a century before Grice’s posthumous collection
saw the light of day — Paul surveys a range of phenomena whose form and
distribution reflect the interplay of two functional principles, the tendency to
reduce expression (later formulated by George Kingsley Zipf as the linguistic
correlate of the more general Principle of Least Effort) and the contextually
determined communicative requirements on sufficiency of information:

The more economical or more abundant use of linguistic means of
expressing a thought is determined by the need... Everywhere we find
modes of expression forced into existence which contain only just so
much as is requisite to their being understood. The amount of
linguistic material employed varies in each case with the situation,
with the previous conversation, with the relative approximation of the
speakers to a common state of mind.

(Paul 1889: 351)

The lineal descendants of Paul’s dualism include the two opposed
communicative economies of Zipf and Martinet and the two halves of Grice’s
Maxim of Quantity.

Zipf’s framework (1935, 1949: 20ff.), while generally associated with
the (speaker-based) principle of least effort, in fact distinguished a SPEAKER’s
ECONOMY, which would tend toward “a vocabulary of one word which
will refer to all the m distinct meanings,” from an AUDITOR’s ECONOMY,
tending toward “a vocabulary of m different words with one distinct
meaning for each word.” The Speaker’s Economy places an upper bound on
the form of the message, while the Hearer’s Economy places a lower bound
on its informational content. By Zipf’s LAW OF ABBREVIATION, the
relative frequency of a word is inversely correlated with its length; the more
frequent a word’s tokens, the shorter its form. But in his work and that of his
followers, relative frequency, and its effect on utterance length and phono-
logical reduction, is related to the speaker’s assumptions about the hearer and
their shared common ground:

High frequency is the cause of small magnitude... A longer word
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may be truncated if it enjoys a high relative frequency [either]
throughout the entire speech community [or] if its use is frequent
within any special group.

(Zipf 1935: 31-32)

Whence such global and local (context-dependent) reductions as mov-
ies, gas, OSU, and so on.

Zipf’s two mutually constraining mirror-image forces are periodically
invoked (or rediscovered) in the diachronic and psycholinguistic literature:

The linguist must keep in mind two ever-present and antinomic
factors: first, the requirements of communication, the need for the
speaker to convey his message, and second, the principle of least
effort, which makes him restrict his output of energy, both mental and
physical, to the minimum compatible with achieving his ends.

(Martinet 1962: 139)

The speaker always tries to optimally minimize the surface com-
plexity of his utterances while maximizing the amount of information
he effectively communicates to the listener.

(Carroll and Tanenhaus 1975: 51, the MINIMAX PRINCIPLE)

This minimax of effort or complexity on the one hand and informative
content or distinctness on the other is directly reflected in phonetic form, as
emerges in work over the last quarter century demonstrating that motor
economy in phonetics “occurs only insofar as communicative listener-
oriented goals permit” (Lindblom 1983: 232). More recently, Hayes (1999)
has observed that “virtually all of segmental phonology is driven by
considerations of articulatory ease and perceptual distinctness.” (Cf. also
Flemming 2001, 2004 for much more on the dialectic of perceptual salience
vs. articulatory cost.)

The Zipfian parameter of familiarity is part of the phonological picture
as well: vowel reduction and palatalization are characteristic of familiar or
frequent items, while unfamiliar or unpredictable words are assigned (or
retain) extra stress or pitch. This tendency, which I have elsewhere character-
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ized under the slogan “Familiarity breeds CNTNT” 2is seen in the minimal
pairs pointed out by Fidelholtz (1975: 205-6), where the degree of stress
reduction on a lax vowel in an initial strong pretonic syllable correlates with

the frequency or predictability (global or local) of the item, e.g.

A

%@ 2 astronomy ga stronomy
mistake mistook
abstain abstention

Similarly, least effort reductions will occur in local (and hence frequent)
pronunciations of place names. Examples include the pronunciations of
American city names as Loo-uh-ville, T’ronno, Clumps [= Columbus],
Amerst, ‘Sconsin, Newpert News, or Swigga [= Oswego], while outlanders

maintain the unreduced pronunciations. (See papers in Bybee & Hopper 2001
for an extensive survey of recent work on frequency effects and see also
Haspelmath 2005 for related commentary.)

More apposite for our purposes is the recognition of the trade-off
between brevity and clarity within classical rhetoric, as captured in Horace’s
dictum Brevis esse laboro; obscurus fio ( ‘I strive to be brief; I become
obscure’: Ars Poetica, line 25). Similar sentiments appear elsewhere, often
as a statement of the Golden Mean (or Goldilocks?) Principle:

if it is prolix, it will not be clear, nor if it is too brief. It is plain that the
middle way is appropriate..., saying just enough to make the facts plain.
(Aristotle, Rhetoric, 3.12-3.16)

Personally, when I use the term brevity [brevitas], I mean not
saying less, but not saying more than the occasion demands.
(Quintilian, Institutio Oratio, 1V .ii.41-43)

The speaker aims for ease and brevity, correlates of least effort; the
hearer requires sufficiency of content and discriminability of form. Speaker

2 The standard version of the English adage is of course “Familiarity breeds contempt” , but its more
cheerful counterpart, “Familiarity breeds content”, is not unknown; there are 547 google hits for that
version. My own take-off, “Familiarity breeds CNTNT”, is intended to signal that the more familiar

an expression is, the more reduced its form can be without any concomitant loss of content.
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and hearer are aware of their own and each other’s desiderata, a mutual
awareness that generates a variety of effects based on what was said and what
was not. It is this interaction that led me to propose folding the maxims (Grice
1989: 26ff.) into two general principles, dubbed Q and R in deference to
Grice’s (first) Quantity maxim and Relation maxim respectively.

In the dualistic model I have been campaigning for over the last two
decades (Horn 1984, 1989, 1993, 2004), implicatures may be generated by
either the Q Principle (essentially “Say enough,” a generalization of Grice’s
first maxim of Quantity) or the R Principle ( “Don’t say too much,”
subsuming the second Quantity maxim, Relation, and Brevity). The hearer-
oriented Q Principle is a lower-bounding guarantee of the sufficiency of
informative content; collecting the first Quantity maxim along with the first
two “clarity” submaxims of Manner, it is systematically exploited to
generate upper-bounding (typically scalar) implicata. The R Principle, by
contrast, is an upper-bounding correlate of Zipf’s principle of least effort
dictating minimization of form; it collects the Relation maxim, the second
Quantity maxim, and the last two submaxims of Manner, and is exploited to
induce strengthening implicata.

The functioning of Q-based upper-bounding scalar implicature allows
for a systematic (and Occamistic) treatment of both logical operators and
ordinary non-proposition embedding predicates that can be ranked on a scale:

3 Q-scales: logical operators Q-scales: “ordinary” values
<all, most, many, some> <hot, warm>
<always, usually, often, sometimes> <cold, cool, lukewarm>
<and, or> <excellent, good, OK>
<certain, likely, possible> <adore, love, like>
<the, a> <thumb, finger>

3 Note the boldfaced portion of the two submaxims of quantity —

a. Make your contribution as informative as is required (for the current purposes of the exchange).

b. Do not make your contribution more informative than is required.
—in light of the fact that (as noted in Horn 1972) an equative of the form X is as A as Y (e.g. Robin is
as tall as Sandy) will tend to Q,-implicate that (for all I know) X is not A-er than Y (e.g. Robin is not
taller than Sandy), given the quantity scale <more A than, as A as>. The utterance of Q, as stated will
thus in effect (auto-)implicate Q,. This is another instance of Q and R incorporating each other in the
manner of yin and yang.

07.
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In each case, given a stronger value S and a weaker value W plotted on
the same (positive or negative) scale <S, W>, as determined canonically by
unilateral entailment, in asserting [...W...] I implicate, ceteris paribus, that I
was not in an epistemic position to have asserted [...S...] salva veritate, i.e. that
I don’t know that S, and hence, all things being equal, that I know that
@AC(...S...] holds. We thus predict that in general scalar predications will be
ascribed a one-sided (lower-bounded) linguistic meaning pragmatically
enriched to a two-sided communication:

4 1-SIDED MEANING —2-SIDED UNDER-
STANDING
a. You ate some of the cake. ‘...someif notall...' ‘..some butnotall..
b. It's possible she’ll win. ‘...at least possible...” ‘...possible but not
certain...’
c. He's a knave or a fool. ‘...and perhaps both’ ‘...but not both't
d. It's warm. ‘...at least warm’ ‘...but not hot’

(Contra Horn 1972, however, I do not see cardinals as working in the
same way, for reasons noted in Horn 1992, 2006a, 2006b.)

This model allows us to provide a satisfactory ending to the story of *O,
i.e. to predict the non-occurrence of values corresponding to the O or
southeast vertex of the Square of Opposition:

5 Aistinetion
in

[affinpations] € QUALITY— |peoations)

[universels] A —————CONtraries——————
A allleveryFis G
T E: voFisCG

distinction

contradictories I: someF isiere &

I
TANTITY ‘
Q ‘ O: notevery F is G,
! some Fizs oot &

[particulars] I————subconiraries
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DETERMINERS/ QUANTIF. BINARY CORRELATIVE BINARY
QUANTIFIERS ADVERBS QUANTIFIERS CONJUNCTIONS CONNECTIVES
A: all 5, everyone  always both (of them) both...and and
I: some a, someone sometimes one (of them) either...or or
E: no a noone never neither (of them)  neither...nor nor
(=all~/~some) (=always~) (=both~/~either) (=[both...and]~) (=and~)
O: *nall a, *neveryone *nalways  *noth (of them) *noth...nand *nand
(=some~/~all) (=~always) (=either~/~both) (=[either...or}~) (=and~/~or)

This asymmetry extends to modal operators and other values that can be
plotted on the Square of Opposition (Horn 1972: Chapter 4), as wellto “O
— E drift”, the tendency for sequences that might be expected to express O
meanings to take on strengthened, E interpretations, as when French 1 ne faut
pas que tu meures (lit., ‘it is not necessary that you die “) is understood as’
you must not-die’ (cf. Tobler 1882, Horn 1989: § 4.5). The fact that values
mapping onto the O vertex are systematically restricted in a wide variety of
languages in their potential for lexicalization or direct expression can be
attributed to the Q-based implicature relation obtaining between the two
subcontraries (cf. Horn 2006a: § 5 for a critique of competing but less
general explanations and Jaspers 2005 for an important recent study of the
question).

Unlike the upper-bounding associated with Q-based implicature, R-
based effects involve articulatory reduction and pragmatic strengthening: the
speaker makes her contribution relatively brief or uninformative and counts
on the hearer counting to recognize the operation of least effort and fill in the
missing material. One obvious place to look for R-based effects in the lexicon
is in processes like acronymy, blending, and clipping, affecting relatively
long or complex descriptors for frequently invoked referents, as attested in the
English examples in (6):

6 Reductions R Us. Least effort in langue & parole
a. Acronyms
radar, sonar, laser, CAT/PET [scans], NATO, NASA
INITIALISMS: U.S., G.I, U.N., M.I.T., UCLA, MSU, T.N.T,, DDT, OK,
v
“CLIPRONYMS”: Pakistan, Gestapo, hazmat



b. Blends
mOTor hOTel > motel; smoke + fog > smog
cREMated + REMains > cremains; cf. corpsicle
televangelist, vidiot, metrosexual, sexile

¢. Clipping (Truncation)
bus, van, bike, cab (or taxi), plane, gas, math, phone, fax (< facsimile),
telly (cf. TV)
exam, math, poli, sci, Soc. (“soash”); doc, prof, piano (< pianoforte),
cello (< violoncello)
_» Reduction of compounds and phrases to one member
express [train] (cf. espresso), {motor] car private [soldier],_general
[officer]
chemical [substancel, vegetable, criminal, mortal substance-free
[floors/dorms]
zooflogical gardens], narc[otics agent], mob, movies,...

The processes in question, direct reflexes of Zipf’s Law of Abbreviation
cannot operate unchecked. As Stern (1931: 257) puts it, “The demands of the
speech functions must set a limit to the economic tendency”. That is to say,
the Q Principle constrains the R Principle.

R-based effects are a robust factor in semantic change, but here it is
largely information rather than articulatory complexity that is economized. In
R-based broadening, a term denoting a culturally salient member of a given
category comes to denote the superordinate category itself, typically through
the loss of a specifying feature, as in (7).

(5) arrive (originally ‘to come to shore, reach port’ )

bird  (originally an immature feathered vertebrate, i.e. a
young bird)

dog (originally a particular breed of dog)

guy(s)  (orig. restricted to male referents, now increasingly
gender-neutral)
oil  (originally = olive oil)
uncle (originally restricted to one’s mother’s brother)



