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Notes on Levinson’s Default 
Theory of GCIs

LSA Linguistic Summer Institute, 2019
Introduction to Pragmatics

Instructor: Anne Bezuidenhout

Levinson’s Theory of GCIs
Three levels of meaning:

1. Sentence-type meaning

2. Utterance-type meaning (Default meanings)

3. Speaker meaning

GCIs are preferred but defeasible interpretations invoked by certain 

expression types. They belong at the 2nd level of meaning.

To arrive at these preferred interpretations, we rely on a set of default 

heuristics.

These have developed to overcome the bottleneck in processing created by 

the slow articulation rate of speech.
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The Default Heuristics
Q1 heuristic (also called the Q-Principle)

Ø What is not said is not the case.

Q2 heuristic (also called the I-principle)

Ø What is not said is the obvious.

M heuristic (also called the M-Principle)

Ø Marked expressions warn of abnormal circumstances.

The Q1 Heuristic (or the Q-Principle)
From the hearer’s point of view:

Assume the speaker has made the strongest statement consistent 
with what she knows.

Constraint:

Applies only in cases in which there are expressions that form a 
contrast set.

E.g. Horn scales, such as <all, many, some>

More generally, if there is a contrast set {F,G}, then when speaker 
utters ‘x is G’ she implicates that x is not F or that she is ignorant of 
whether x is F.
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Examples of Q1-Implicatures

(1)  <all,some>

Some of the students were in class.

GCI: Not all the students were in class.

(2)  <...,3,2,1>

We scored two goals.

GCI: We scored no more than two goals.

Combining what is said with GCI: We scored exactly two goals.

(3) <and,or>

You can have either soup or salad.

GCI: You cannot have both soup and salad.

Combining what is said with GCI: Exclusive ‘or’.

More Q1-implicatures

(4)  <and, or>

John is either a poet or a philosopher.

GCI: The speaker doesn’t know whether or not John is a poet and doesn’t know 
whether or not he is a philosopher.

(5)  {white, red, blue,…}

The flag is white.

GCI: The flag is only white, not red, white and blue.

(6)  Set consisting of a superordinate and its subordinates

I saw an animal in the larder.

GCI: The speaker isn’t sure what sort of animal he saw.
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The Q2 Heuristic (or the I-principle)

From the hearer’s point of view:

Enrich the informational content of speaker's utterance up to 
the point intended by the speaker.

Constraint:

Applies only to unmarked, minimal expressions.

Invokes world knowledge of stereotypes that is used in the 
enrichment process.

Examples of Q2 (I-) Implicatures

(1)  He opened the door.

GCI: He opened the door in the normal way.

(2)   John’s book is on the table.

GCI: The book John owns/bought/borrowed/read/wrote etc. is on the table.

(3)  Conjunction-buttressing: Susan turned the key and the engine started.

GCI: Susan turned the key and then the engine started.

GCI: Susan turned the key and as a result the engine started.
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More Q2-implicatures

(4) Conditional perfection: If you cooperate, there’ll be no trouble.

GCI: If you don’t cooperate there’ll be trouble.

Combination of what is said and GCI: If and only if you cooperate, there’ll 
be no trouble.

(5)  Robert broke a finger.

GCI: Robert broke his own finger.

M Heuristic (or the M-Principle)

From hearer's point of view:

Derive the interpretation that is the complement of the one you 
would have arrived at had the speaker used an unmarked or brief 
expression.

Constraint:

Requires hearer to be aware that there is a simpler, less marked 
way of saying the same thing.

That is, must be aware of lexical doublets.
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Examples of M-Implicatures
(1) (stopped, caused to stop)

James caused the car to stop.

GCI: James caused the car to stop in some non-stereotypical way, e.g., by 
using the hand brake.

(2) (ate, ate and ate)

He ate and ate.

GCI: He ate more than a normal meal.

(3) (chair, chairperson)

The chairperson will be arriving soon.

GCI: The female chairperson will be arriving soon.

(4) (drink, beverage)

He asked for a beverage.

GCI: He asked for a non-alcoholic drink.

Conflicts 
Priority Rules (Levinson 1995, p.106):

Q1 inferences take precedence over inconsistent M inferences, and both take 
precedence over inconsistent Q2 inferences (I-principle inferences).

Schema for Resolving Clashes (Levinson 1987b, p.72):

(a) Genuine Q-implicatures from tight Horn scales and similar contrast sets of equally 

brief, equally lexicalized linguistic expressions ‘about’ the same semantic relations, 
take precedence over I-implicatures [i.e., Q2 implicatures].

(b) In all other cases, the I-principle [i.e., the Q2 heuristic] induces stereotypical 
specific interpretations, unless:

(c) there are two (or more) available expressions coextensive in meaning, one of 
which is unmarked in form and the other marked in form. In that case, the unmarked 

form carries the I-implicatures as per usual, but the marked form Q/M-implicates the 

non-applicability of the pertinent I-implicatures. (Levinson 1987b, p.71).
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4 problems

1. There are cases where the priority rules and/or resolution schema give the 
wrong results.

2. Unclear what stereotypical information is accessed by the Q2 heuristic 
(i.e., the I-Principle) and how it is accessed.

3. Stereotypical information is not always necessary for enrichment.

4. When there are many possible enrichments, it is not clear which one is 
the default.

Context sensitivity of conjunction 
buttressing

Truth-functional ‘and’:

No, Officer, I was sure Ralph hadn’t done anything unusual the night of the 
crime. I checked with his friends and, sure enough, that night Ralph did his 
homework and he called Nancy.

Temporal sequence ‘and’:

Ralph never lets his social life interfere with school, and he always sticks to his 
schedule. For instance, he was really afraid once that Murray was going to ask 
his girlfriend Nancy to the Prom. Ralph never asked her out more than a week 
before, so of course he hadn’t got her sewn up for that. Now, you or I 
would’ve probably called her the minute we got out of basketball practice. 
But not our Ralph. Sure enough, that night Ralph did his homework and he 
called Nancy.

Examples from Hirschberg (1991, p.43)
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Empirical findings

Gibbs & Moise (1997)
Clark & Nicole (1999)
Bezuidenhout & Cutting (2002)

These three studies used  judgment and sentence reading tasks to explore 
whether GCIs are in fact default inferences (as predicted by Levinson’s account) or 
are instead context-dependent and derived only if the context warrants the 
inference.

All three claimed support for the RT view.

Pragmatic Scales
A:  Did you get any pictures of lions on your African safari?
B:  We got some shots of hippos at a waterhole.

Implicature: B did not get any photographs of lions.

A scale is built on-the fly that ranks animals by their desirability to be seen 
during a safari. Perhaps it is something like this:

<lions, elephants, giraffe, hippos, kudus, wildebeest, springboks, zebras, 
warthogs, hyenas, …>

So mentioning that you’ve see an animal lower on the desirability scale 
implicates that you did not see any of the animals higher on the scale.


