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Abstract 

 

In verbal communication, our personality, attitude, beliefs and worldview play a big role in our choice 

of words and hence, our meaning and intentions. I consider these factors as dispositional elements 

functioning in the background. Through linguistic analysis of two conversations, this paper attempts 

to explain the meaning and intention of a distinct type of utterance that appears in dialogue with 

vague intention to prove the forgoing hypothesis. Using the pragmatic frameworks of speech act 

theory, question under discussion (QUD) and, pragma-dialectical approach to argumentation, I will 

illustrate the train of thoughts of the speaker in order to get to the most plausible meaning and 

intention from their utterance. Findings prove that the dispositional elements not only partake in the 

formation of meaning and intention but also support in identifying them, in the under-analysis 

conversation examples, while they are not clearly communicated in the course of conversation.  

 

Introduction 

 

We communicate and respond to the world around us consistent with the way we assume it operates 

or treats us. Imagine a child raised in a school dominated by a competitive culture among students. 

The outcome later could be a grown-up with an unassociated worldview with the compulsion and 

urge to always stand out and be a pioneer in a non-existent ring or contest in life. A child who has 

been neglected by their beloved ones in critical moments of life might tend to excessively seek 

attention or approval in adulthood regardless of their current situation. Our worldview and attitude 

manifest in our daily communications as dispositional elements in our linguistic activities. Accordingly, 

they play a big role in the formation of our intentions and meanings that manifest involuntarily and 

leave their footprints in our verbal communication, even though disguised. The question is how these 

dispositional elements come to play in our speech and how can we trace them in the meaning and 

intention of utterances? From case to case -linguistic activities- the dispositional elements might have 

more or less influence on what we utter and communicate. In some cases, the meaning of an 

utterance and the intention behind it can be identified only by considering these dispositional 

elements. 

This paper is focused on a distinct kind of utterance in daily conversation that I believe carries notable 

traces of dispositional elements. Finding these elements is necessary for the recognition of the 

meaning and intention of these utterances. In these conversations, one speaker contributes to the 

course of the conversation with an unnecessary and off-the-topic utterance in response to a question. 

The intention of this utterance remains equivocal and leaves the hearer hesitant about the reason for 

the utterance being there in the first place. This paper attempts to explicate how these dispositional 

elements function as a helping hand with identifying the meaning and intention of these utterances in 



the course of the conversation. The analysis of the utterances in this paper is hoped to be grounds for 

further research on transparency of forgoing dispositional elements e.g. worldview, attitudes, and 

psychological issues for the establishment of more efficacious communication.  

 

Literature Review 

 

In the last few decades, efforts have been made by language philosophers and linguists in the fields of 

pragmatics to shed light on the concepts of meaning, intention, and contribution of context to 

language and communication. Relevance theory was developed as a cognitive approach to pragmatics 

(Wilson, 2019) to provide a psychological account of human communication (Allott, 2013). This theory 

proposed by Dan Sperber and Deirdre Wilson stems from Gricean maxims of conversation and 

cooperative principle. Divided into four maxims of relation (Relevance), quality (Truthfulness), 

quantity (Informativeness), and manner (Clarity), these maxims describe specific principles observed 

by people who follow the cooperative principle in pursuit of effective communication (Grice, 

1975). Flouting these maxims is proposed as a term to explain figurative language such as metaphor, 

hyperbole, and irony within this framework.  

In an attempt to explain rationality in communication, Grice distinguished what is meant from what is 

said by introducing the term implicature in the fields of pragmatics (1975). Sperber and Wilson (1986, 

p. 182–3) introduced the term explicature as a counterpart to address what is ‘explicitly 

communicated’ by an utterance.  

The other philosophical notion of speech act was introduced by J.L. Austin in 1962 to help with the 

analysis of indirectness in discourse when it comes to intentions, purposes, and actions bound to an 

utterance. Austin’s investigation led to the introduction of illocution, a term that describes the 

communicative intention of an utterance in a conversation. It helps to explain cases where what is 

explicitly uttered does not follow the communicative intention of the utterance (1962). Illocutions are 

classified into five classifications of assertive, directive, commissive, expressive, and declarative. In the 

well-known example of the utterance “Can you pass me the salt?”, the directive illocution of request 

(for the salt) is clear for both interlocutors as the intended communicative intention of the speaker.  

However, this is not always the case. Complexities in communication as a linguistic-humanistic 

phenomenon make the analysis of some conversational discourse, like the examples studied in this 

paper, intricate. The two frameworks of pragma-dialectical approach to argumentation together with 

question under discussion help with analysis of the conversation examples in this paper, where the 

intended meaning and intention of a speaker are vague. 

Pragma-dialectical theory in argumentation was first initiated and introduced by Frans van Eemeren 

and Rob Grootendorst in the 1970s and has been developed over the decades as a means to achieve 

a resolution of a difference by coming to a reasonable agreement (Van Eemeren, 2016). In this 

framework, argumentation occurs when there is a difference of opinions and a difference of opinion 

comes into being as soon as the people who are communicating do not share a standpoint (Van 

Eemeren, 2016). This difference of opinion can either be a slight doubt about a standpoint or 

adoption of an opposite standpoint (Van Eemeren, 2016). To be able to deal with a difference of 

opinion in a way that leads to a real resolution of the difference, the participants should use 

argumentation to defend or refute the standpoint at issue (Van Eemeren, 2016).  

The other framework used in this research for analysis is question under discussion (QUD) introduced 

by Craige Roberts in 1996. In QUD framework in pragmatics, according to Anton Benz (2017), “Each 



sentence in discourse addresses an (often implicit) QUD either by answering it, or by bringing up 

another question that helps to answer that QUD.”(p. 177).  

 

Methodology 

 

Using conversation analysis as a methodology to elucidate how these utterances contribute to a 

conversation with meaning and intention, I will firstly look at and analyze an example of indirect 

speech act common in a daily conversation where these dispositional elements do not play an active 

role. Secondly, I will analyze two other dialogues of the distinct type compared to the first example. I 

will use speech act theory, question under discussion (QUD), and pragma-dialectical approach to 

argumentation as frameworks and explain the train of thoughts of speakers to present how meaning 

and intentions of the utterances can be derived with the help of the contexts. At the end of this 

paper, I will conclude that the irrelevant utterances studied in the dialogues, considering dispositional 

elements, implicate a hidden message with a secondary illocution (intention) likely to be denied by 

the speaker. This illocution functions as a reason for the existence of the utterance in the 

conversation in the first place. This reason functioning as a trigger can be a psychological issue; in 

these cases, feeling of insecurity.  

 

Analysis and Discussion 

 

Not all we utter is a representation of our dispositional characteristic background. It is not always the 

case that speakers’ worldview, cultural background, personality, etc. play a role in conversations. The 

example below is an instance of a daily conversation of the same type: 

A: Do you want some cake?  

B: I’m already full. 

In the conversation above, meaning and intention are conveyed through an indirect speech act. So, 

what is meant and how are meaning and intention conveyed in this conversation in the first place? 

How does A understand the meaning and intention of B while B's utterance does not explicitly answer 

the question? B utters I am already full in response to the explicitly asked question Do you want some 

cake? Accordingly, the explicature and implicature of B’s response to A are: 

Explicature: I-B- am already full –with the food in my stomach. 

Implicature: No, I don’t want some cake. 

The implicature (what is meant by the speaker) is the intended meaning of the utterance. This 

meaning or intention is clear to both interlocutors and in case of confusion or doubt, A can ask 

whether B has been trying to make an assertive utterance about them having a full stomach, or 

denying them offering food.  

 A presupposition as background belief relating to an utterance that is shared by interlocutors is what 

helps them grasp the meaning implicated in a message (Levinson, 1983). The presupposition that is 

embedded in the world knowledge of the interlocutors of this conversation is: one who has a full 

stomach cannot eat anything. This shared knowledge also stems from the backgrounds of the 

speakers but affects communication and meaning conveyance differently from those in the following 

examples. This presupposition as a belief is not one that greatly varies from one person to another.  

  

 The first adjacency pair of the other type is a part of a real conversation I had with a middle-aged 

woman in the house of whom I used to live. We were not very close and did not know each other 



quite a lot when this dialogue took place. Once in her house, I complimented her on her furniture and 

she replied as in the example:  

 

1. C: Nice furniture! How long have you had it?  

    D: Well, when I had this well-paid job at Ollie, I got a lot of praise and promotion, and believe 

me, once in a very formal meeting with my colleagues, they all clapped and applauded for my 

outstanding performance. So, yeah I got the sofas and this table in 2006.  

  

While the dialogue seems to be revolving around ‘her furniture’, she starts adding unnecessary and 

irrelevant information together with her response to C, my posed question. Below is the explicit 

version of the dialogue- the explicatures:  

 

A: Nice furniture! How long have you had it- this furniture?  

B: Well, when I (D) had this well-paid job at Ollie -organization that I used to work at, I got a 

lot of praise and promotion and -you should- believe me, once in a very formal meeting with 

my colleagues -from Ollie organization that I used to work for, they –my colleagues from Ollie 

organization- all clapped and applauded for my outstanding performance in my job in Ollie 

organization. So, yeah I-D- got the sofas and this table in 2006.  

Throughout the dialogue, C poses the explicit question of how long she has had this nice furniture. D, 

in exchange, responds explicitly to the explicitly asked question with her final statement: I got the 

sofas and this table in 2006. However, she leaves some irrelevant remarks in the first part of her 

utterance, on her previous job and her performance. Reflecting on her job does seem to be violating 

Grice’s maxim of relevance (Grice, 1975) because she is providing information that C neither has 

asked for nor finds necessary to know considering the topic of the conversation:  

Well, when I had this well-paid job at Ollie, I got a lot of praise and promotion, and believe 

me, once in a very formal meeting with my colleagues they all clapped and applauded for my 

outstanding performance. 

This utterance has the potential to leave C wondering if D has been trying to implicate something to 

indirectly answer the question or if she has made any positive contributions to their conversation at 

all. In her utterance, D refers to her good old experience at Ollie and her excellent performance there. 

It is likely that she is appealing to a (pleasant) incident in the past when she had been successful –

when she got a promotion and she was praised for her performance.  

But why would she appeal to an experience of success in the past while it is not relevant to the focus 

of the conversation? Appealing occurs in argumentation in order to argue for a cause and defend a 

standpoint, but there has been no difference of opinions occurring in this dialogue. However, context 

can help with identifying the standpoints. In our later conversations, she showed approval-seeking 

behavior -psychological context- and now accordingly, I can make the general inference that she had 

been trying to prevent or defend herself from an accusation. C’s utterance or specifically C as a 

person participating in the conversation could have been a trigger to build or intensify a negative self-

judgmental thought that performs as an internal accusation and stands as an opposing standpoint. 

These negative judgements are a product of D’s psychological state and worldview. In this example, 

the negative internal judgement could be You are not good enough which stands as an opposing 

standpoint.  

Now the remaining question is that how this standpoint is inferred from or triggered by A’s question? 

The track of thoughts that take D from hearing and analyzing C’s question to her response to the 



question cannot be observed. However, it is predictable if the standpoints-analysis is taken for 

granted. The hypotheses below help with describing the phenomenon and justifying her response.  

In the first place, “Nice furniture” as a compliment could have triggered a self-judgmental thought or 

behavior. To follow the thought and put it into words, it must be similar to; D has just observed and 

judged something that is mine, and it could/can go the opposite way: they could have not liked my 

furniture. Also, it might have provoked a thought that I might be/might have been judged already if 

my furniture has been judged. These thoughts and suppositions are products of patterns of thoughts 

probably shaped by former experiences. 

It could also be the case that in order to answer C’s explicit question, she recall the period of time 

when she bought the furniture. In our (C and D’s) later conversations, she used to mention every now 

and then that she was unhappy for not being able to do activities she used to have done when she 

had been younger or that she was unhappy that she did not have an intimate partner at this stage of 

her life. So, these dissatisfactions could have turned into negative judgments if she had started over-

thinking that her worth lies in the ability to do the things that young people can do, or having a 

partner. If the memory of being praised by colleagues has been a noteworthy point in her life, she 

probably has hoped that reflecting on it as an argument for her worth can be a self-validating remedy 

for her judgmental mind.  

A concerted alternative could be that when D is triggered and surprised by C’s compliment on her 

new furniture, she doubts whether C strongly believes the opposing standpoint and hence starts 

strengthening her own standpoint by remarking a confirmatory incident of her life to further validate 

her standpoint. The scheme of the argument she is in favor of is as follows:  

1. I am good enough.  

1.1 I am successful enough.  

1.1.1 I got a lot of praise in my former job.  

1.1.1.1 Once in a very formal meeting with my colleagues they all 

clapped and applauded for my outstanding performance.  

1.1.2 I got a promotion in my former job.  

The implicature of the utterance – what the speaker is trying to say- based on this analysis is the 

unsaid standpoint of “I am good enough” by only presenting arguments for it.  

The QUD framework holds up this account if we consider that her standpoint as the implicature of the 

utterance and the opposing standpoint she is trying to refute are both answers to the implicit 

question Am I good enough?. From bottom-top, her utterance with the implicature I am good 

enough is an answer to the question that addresses her worth. The other way round, if self-worth is 

what she is in quest of generally in life or her communications, then she is in a constant quest for 

reasons to prove a yes as an answer to the question.  

With her implicature -intended meaning, these presuppositions also come to play in the background: 

- One who performs well in a job and is successful has more chance of social approval than a 

person who is not.  

- Because I have once performed well in my job, I should have social approval.  

These presuppositions are not necessarily shared beliefs between the interlocutors but stem from 

their personal backgrounds.  

The illocutionary speech act of the utterance falls under the assertive classification as an act of 

defense while it is partially ambiguous because it is not straightforward to tell whether she 

is only narrating a memory, as the primary illocutionary act, or defending her aforementioned 

standpoint as well.  



Both the secondary speech act –defense- and the implicature are not to be identified easily. B does 

not implicate her message fully consciously and she is likely to deny it because the implicature 

addresses her insecurities, about which she might rather not openly speak. Besides, as an act of 

defense, she is indirectly planting a thought –that she is good enough- in C’s head and it can be 

considered as a slight form of dishonesty or deception.  

 

The second example is part of a dialogue between two women who are friends: 

 

2. E: Did you finally visit a doctor for Dan?  

F: Well no, he actually got better before we see a doctor. His father does care about his health 

and can never see him in pain but he thought that rest is just the best medicine and it worked! 

So, we didn’t go to a doctor.  

 

In both conversation examples, the second interlocutor goes off on a tangent. In the second example, 

however, the evasion occurs smoothly and the second interlocutor does not take a huge leap out of 

the topic under discussion in the dialogue. In this adjacency pair, C poses the explicitly asked question 

of:  

Did you (F) finally visit a doctor for Dan (F’s son)?  

In the continuation of the conversation, F also gives an explicit –not implicit- answer to the question. 

She goes with a No at the beginning to deny the polar question of E and then resumes with We didn’t 

go to a doctor in response to the question. So, no implications are going on in parts of the utterance 

that are direct answers to E’s question. In the middle, however, she provides information that is not 

asked for:  

His (Dan’s) father does care about his (Dan’s) health and (he) can never see him (Dan) in pain 

but he (Dan’s father) thought that rest is just the best medicine (for Dan’s malady) and it 

(resting) worked!  

This part of her utterance constitutes four independent declarative statements and each needs 

individual attention for analysis.  

F.1. His (Dan’s) father does care about his (Dan’s) health.  

F.2. (He) can never see him (Dan) in pain.  

F.3. He (Dan’s father) thought that rest is just the best medicine (for Dan’s malady).  

F.4. It (resting) worked.  

Statements F.3. and F.4. appear to be providing reasons (arguments) for not taking Dan to the doctor 

coordinatively.  

1. We did not go to a doctor.  

1.1a He (Dan’s father) thought that rest is just the best medicine (for Dan’s malady).  

1.1b It (resting) worked (and he got well).  

In QUD framework, these argumentations fulfill a Why question: Why did not you visit a doctor? This 

implicit question is one that is not asked by E but F predicts C to come up with for any reason or finds 

an urge to answer in the conversation.  

Although the arguments in F.3. and F.4. do not answer the explicitly asked question, they still follow 

the focus of the conversation – Dan’s health condition. However, in F.1. and F.2., she goes off on a 

tangent and her utterance has the potential to confuse E about F’s intention from communicating the 

information. Based on QUD framework, she is addressing another implicit question that F predicted to 

be asked by E:  



Does D’s father- your husband care about your son’s health?  

It raises the question that why anyone (F) would predict such a question and give an answer to it 

before it is even posed? The underlying reasons can have roots in the forgoing dispositional elements. 

These elements in this case can be social norms, interpersonal relationships, intrapersonal 

communications, etc. which are in the domain of psychology or sociology. Nevertheless, clarifications 

on the speech act and implicature of F’s utterance in the domain of linguistics suggest speculation in 

this matter. F.1. and F.2. fall under the assertive classification of speech acts with the locutionary act 

of stating the utterance. The illocutionary act, however, is equivocal and it is not clear for E whether it 

is claiming her utterance to be the case only or it is an act of defense as well. The kind of defense 

going on here is defending one’s husband who is convicted for his lack of responsibility and attention 

to family –their son. Defense itself is an argumentative discourse since according to pragma-

dialectical theory, it (defense) is a result of a difference of opinions and argumentation helps 

advancing towards the resolution of opinions (Eemeren et al., 1-2).  

1. He cares about his son.  

1.1 He can never see him in pain.  

Then this argument and the standpoint are linked with the hidden premise or presupposition that:  

One who cannot see his child in pain is a caring father.  

The overall message she is trying to convey is that my husband is caring about our son but since she is 

trying to argue about it and defend it with her utterance, then what she is implicating –implicature- is 

that: 

My husband is a caring father and you should accept this.  

So, in this example as well, she is planting the thought in E’s head that her husband is a caring father 

so that in case of any doubt or any opposing opinion even in the future, E would be proved wrong. 

Also, the illocutionary act of defense is unlikely to be a conscious choice and likely to be denied by E 

because, like the previous example, it addresses her insecurities and how she assumes she –or her 

loved ones- are judged by others. Besides, a difference of opinions and arguing openly in the light can 

be a tensive act for some people, so they might rather do it low-key instead of making the intention 

clear. 

 

The explanations and analyses in the examples attempt to provide the most plausible linguistic 

explanations for this phenomenon. However, it is not the only probable scenario going on in the 

conversations. Another probable secondary illocution for these utterances can be to avoid an 

awkward silence or to get more intimate with the other person. These illocutions functioning 

as reasons for the existence of the utterances are slightly misleading but in all likelihood, they are 

unconscious and involuntary choices of the speakers. 

 

Conclusion 

 

In the course of this paper, I analyzed two conversational examples of a particular type of discourse 

with consideration of dispositional elements playing in the backgrounds in the formation of meaning 

and intention of utterances. The distinct feature of these utterances is that they remain partially 

irrelevant to the course of the conversation. Although what is meant seems to be explicitly uttered, a 

part of its meaning and intention remains enigmatic. I explicated the plausible train of thoughts of the 

speakers with consideration of dispositional elements to arrive at probable meanings and intentions 

of the studied utterances. In order to do so, I compared these two conversational examples with a 



prototypical indirect speech act in which dispositional elements have the smallest or no role. Then, I 

elaborated that how these elements shape meaning and intention in the examples under the 

frameworks of question under discussion (QUD) and pragma-dialectical approach to argumentation. 

Findings revealed that a secondary disguised intention together with an implicature that is hard to 

draw out are involved in the examples. In addition, a feeling of insecurity with an urge to make a 

defense, acts in the background as a dispositional element that involuntarily emerges in the meaning 

and intention of the speaker. Due to lack of clarity in intention and meaning, however, they tend to 

mislead the audience but appear in the conversation most likely as an unconscious choice. 

 

References 

 

Allott, Nicholas. (2013). Relevance Theory. 10.1007/978-3-319-01014-4_3. 

Anton Benz & Katja Jasinskaja (2017) Questions Under Discussion: From Sentence to 

Discourse, Discourse Processes, 54:3, 177-186, DOI: 10.1080/0163853X.2017.1316038 

Austin, J. L., & Urmson, J. O. (1962). How To Do Things With Words: The William James Lectures 

Delivered at Harvard University in 1955 (First American Edition). Clarendon Press. 

Eemeren, F. V. H., & Henkemans, S. F. A. (2016). Argumentation: Analysis and Evaluation (Routledge 

Communication) (2nd ed.). Routledge. 

Grice, H. P. (1975). Logic and Conversation. In P. Cole, & J. L. Morgan. (Eds.), Syntax and Semantics, 

Vol. 3, Speech Acts (pp. 41-58). New York: Academic Press. 

Hana, J., & Panevov´a, J. (2011, January 12). Intro to Linguistics – Pragmatics [PDF]. 

https://ufal.mff.cuni.cz/~hana/teaching/2012wi-ling/08-pragmatics.pdf 

Levinson, S. C. (1983). Pragmatics (Cambridge Textbooks in Linguistics). Cambridge University Press. 

Neale, Stephen. (2007). H. P. Grice (1913–1988). 10.1002/9780470998656.ch21. 

Sperber, D., & Wilson, D. (1986). Relevance: Communication and Cognition (Language and Thought 

Ser) (y First printing ed.). Harvard Univ Pr. 

Tsovaltzi, D., Walter, S., & Burchardt, A. (2003). 3.1 Introduction to Speech Acts [Slides]. 

Https://Www.Coli.Uni-Saarland.de/Projects/Milca/Courses/Dialogue/Html/Node63.Html.  

Wilson, D. (2019). Relevance Theory. Oxford Research Encyclopedia of Linguistics. Published. 

https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780199384655.013.201 

https://doi.org/10.1080/0163853X.2017.1316038
https://ufal.mff.cuni.cz/~hana/teaching/2012wi-ling/08-pragmatics.pdf
https://doi.org/10.1093/acrefore/9780199384655.013.201

