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82 John R. Searle

GENERALIZATION 8: S can make an indirect commissive by
stating that, but not by asking whether, the sincerity condition ob-
tains.

GENERALIZATION 9: § can make an indirect commissive by
stating that or by asking whether there are good or overriding
reusons for doing A, except where the reason is that S wants or
desires to do A, in which case he can only stute but not ask whether
he wants to do A.

I would like to conclude by emphasizing that my approach does
not fit any of the usual explanatory paradigms. The philosopher’s
paradigm has normally been to get a set of logically necessary and
sufficient conditions for the phenomena to be explained; the lin-
guist’s paradigm has normally been to get a set of structural rules
that will generate the phenomena to be explained. I am unable to
convince myself that either of these paradigms is appropriate for the
present problem. The problem seems to me somewhat like those
problems in the epistemological analysis of perception in which one
seeks to explain how a perceiver recognizes an object on the basis of
imperfect sensory input. The question, How do I know he has made
a request when he only asked me a question about my abilities? may
be like the question, How do I know it was a car when all I per-
ceived was a flash going past me on the highway? If so, the answer to
our problem may be neither ‘I have a set of axioms from which it can
be deduced that he made a request’ nor ‘I have a set of syntactical
rules that generate an imperative deep structure for the sentence he
uttered.’
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CONVERSATIONAL POSTULATES*

DAVID GORDON AND GEORGE LAKOFF

University of California, Berkeley

INTRODUCTION

In everyday speech, we very often use one sentence to convey the
meaning of another. For example, if the Duke of Bardello says to his
butler, It’s cold in here, he may be giving an order to close the
window. This does not mean that the meaning of It’s cold in here is
the same as the meaning of Close the window. It only means that,
under certain circumstances, saying one thing may entail the com-
munication of another. What we would like to say about such a case
is that It’s cold in here has its usual literal meaning. In such a situa-
tion, it is an expression of discomfort and is said by a person in
authority to a person whose job it is, in part, to relieve the discom-
forts of his employer as far as possible. If, in a context, the most obvi-
ous way to relieve the discomfort cited is to close the window, then
an order to do that is what is being communicated.

Grice (this volume) has shown that cases in which saying one thing
entails the communication of another are instances of certain general
principles of conversation. Our purpose in this chapter is twofold:
first, to outline a way in which conversational principles can begin to

* Originally published in D. Adams, M. A. Cambell, V. Cohen, J. Lovins,
E. Maxwell, C. Nygren, and J. Reighard (Eds.), Papers from the secenth regional meeting
of the Chicago Linguistic Society. Chicago: University of Chicago Department of
Linguistics, 1971, 63-84. Reprinted by permission.
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