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Although Grice rolled out his program for conversational and conventional implicature in his
1967 William James lectures, after first defining (but not labeling) those relations in his “Causal
Theory of Perception” (Grice 1961: §3), it was not until the 1970s that linguists began to invoke
the role of implicature to provide a fuller picture of the landscape of meaning beyond entailment
and presupposition and to account for the distribution of lexical items and meaning change. By
the late 1960s, linguists had discovered presupposition (cf. McCawley 1968, Fillmore 1969, Horn
1969, Lakoff 1969, Morgan 1969, Kiparsky & Kiparsky 1970). But “presupposition” has been em-
ployed within both linguistic semantics and the philosophy of language to cover a multitude of
Sinns; as has been periodically pointed out (e.g. Karttunen & Peters 1979, Simons 2001, Karttu-
nen 2016), so-called “presuppositional phenomena” in fact form a disparate and heterogeneous
class, many (but not all!) of whose members can be located in the workings of conversational
and conventional implicature, as described by Grice (1967) and presaged in earlier work by Mill
(1865) and Frege (1918). In particular, the notion of scalar implicature arose from the recognition
(Horn 1970, 1972; Chomsky 1970) that presuppositional treatments of the relevant phenomena,
including the relation of (1a) to (1b) and the upper-bounded understanding of (2), would be
empirically unsatisfactory.

(1) a. Few arrows hit the target.
b. Some arrows hit the target.
(2) a. Two of my five children are in elementary school.
b. No more than two of my children are in elementary school.

On hearing (2), “one is entitled to assume that three of my children are not in elementary school,
perhaps by virtue of general conditions on discourse of a sort that have been discussed by Paul
Grice in his work on ‘conversational implicature’” (Chomsky 1970: §7.1.3). Chomsky goes on to
suggest, with some hesitation, that the “presupposition” in (1) should be incorporated in a theo-
ry of grammar, while that in (2)—involving “quite another sense” of presupposition, should not
be. In any case, he adds, “It would be of some interest to develop sharper analytic criteria in this
area.” As I shall try to show, much of the history of theoretical and experimental pragmatics in
the 50 years since these words were written can be seen as an attempt to address this challenge.
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