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In 1957 H. P. Grice presented a theory, that maybe linguistic meaning can be build up from what the speaker (utterer) means, by his utterance. His thinking was that by understanding what a speaker means when he says something; we may be able to build a theory on what that utterance means independent of the speaker. Naturally this instantly comes up with problems, for example we often use sentences in ways opposite to their literal meaning, by sarcasm. Sometimes we use the wrong word, i.e. I might say, “I am going to Anglesey st.” but I might not have actually meant Anglesey, I could mean have meant Victoria st. In this case what I meant by the sentence was not what the sentence means. These Obstacles aside, this theory, has a chance at explaining meaning. If  ‘normally’ when a speaker of English says, “I am going to Anglesey st.” they mean, that they are going to Anglesey st. then “I am going to Anglesey st.” meansnn that the speaker is going to Anglesey st. Although this may seem redundant, the Idea is sound, if a set of speakers, usually, means something, by an utterance x then what they mean should be what we call the meaning of x.

Natural And Non-Natural Meaning

Grice makes a big deal about the difference between, non-natural meaning, and natural meaning. The meaning that Grice’s theory, explains, is non-natural meaning he makes no attempt to look at other forms of meaning. This means that we need to have an understanding as to what each type is. Non-Natural meaning (often abbreviated to meansnn) is meaning that involves a speaker, someone who makes an utterance. He uses a wide sense of the word speaker, which includes but is not limited to linguistic utterances. It would also include for example Captain Von-Trapp calling his children by blowing his whistle. That is an utterance that is not linguistic but there is still a speaker, and the children would know by hearing the sound that they were being called.

Natural Meaning on the other hand is just the way things are, for example if there is snow on the ground it means that it is cold outside. It would be perfectly legitimate to say that snow means that it is cold, but we wouldn’t say that the snow was trying to communicate to anyone, that the temperature was low. It is simply a fact that snow only appears when it is cold. There is no ‘utterance’ just a correlation between facts. This is not to say that every sentence/utterance fits neatly in to one category, or the other, Grice kind of relies on us having an intuitive sense of the difference. As Grice puts it in his article ‘Meaning’, “I do not want to maintain the all out uses of ‘mean’ fall, easily, obviously, and tidily into one of the two groups I have distinguished; But I think that in most cases we should be at least fairly strongly inclined to assimilate a use of mean to one to one group rather than the other.”
  At first a natural definition of meannn might seem to be as follows: that an utterance has non-natural meaning when there is a speaker, some being that is meaning to convey that meaning. Rather than define meaningnn in terms of utterances Grice would say it the other way round, “I use utterance as a neutral word to apply to any candidate for meaningnn“
 I don’t think this is a significant point although It does help us to see where he is coming from, That he would use his definition of meansnn to determine if something was an utterance, rather than deciding that if something is meansnn based on if there is a speaker.

Grice’s Game plan:

As I said at the beginning, Grice’s Idea was to compile a theory of meaning by first looking at what a speaker, means by a statement on a particular occasion (or set of occasions) and work our way up to sentence meaning. Here is his 4-part ‘game plan’ of how to do it:

1. First discover that: S meant P by uttering x (on one particular occasion)

2. Infer that: x meantnn P (on at least on occasion)

3. Establish that usually when S utters x they mean that P

4. Then by convention (usually, [literally?]) x means that P

Where S is a speaker, x is an utterance of some kind, and P is (dare I say it) a proposition. 

Instantly problems, are clear, for instance usually when a speaker says, “get lost” they usually mean that they want the intended audience to go away (provided “get lost” is not part of an other sentence) Does this mean that the phrase “Get Lost” is synonymous with the phrase “Go Away”? I would argue not, that “Get Lost” and “Go Away” mean different things. Despite the fact that in context both could do the same job. But by it’s self it is almost always used to mean “Go Away”. So by Grice’s analysis we would say that  “Get Lost” would mean “Go Away”. This might work for us, but the actual sentence meaning would be different. Something along the lines of “go and move to a location where you are lost”. The actual sentence meaning would entail that the person go away, (which is perhaps where it came from) but it is more than just that. I can’t imagine that someone would state that sentence and mean the literal meaning, but I think we would agree that that it the true sentence meaning. This issue and others aside for the moment, Lets see how Grice approached the analysis.

He starts off with a basic theory of meaning, which he appears to attribute to C. L. Stevenson. It goes something like this:

X meansnn something iff it has a tendency to produce an attitude/belief in the audience.

Grice begins the analysis with an objection. Say you had a flatmate let’s call her Sally. Say Sally was to put on her best dress, and walk through the lounge where you were sitting (without seeing you) to a car and drive away. The fact that she had her best dress on was likely to produce a belief in you that she was going out somewhere nice. But did Sally’s putting on of her best dress meannn that she was going out? No, because by putting on her dress she didn’t mean to convey anything. Lets say she just wanted look nice for her boyfriend. So In the light of this Grice adjusts his theory in the following manner:

A speaker S meantnn something by x iff S intended to produce a belief in the audience

This covers the Sally case, because Sally didn’t intend to produce any belief in you, therefore she didn’t meannn anything by putting on her best dress. Which lines up with our intuition on meaning. Grice then goes on presenting objections and modifying his theory accordingly, rather than reproduce that all here, I will instead just present you with his final analysis of speakers meaning as he had it in “Meaning”,  

A speaker S meantnn something by x iff S intended:

a) To produce a belief in the audience

b) That the audience recognizes intention (a) (namely: they recognize there is speaker who is intending to produce a belief, and [usually] his/her identity)

c) For the belief to be brought about by the audience recognizing S’s intentions

If the speaker doesn’t intend for the audience recognize his intentions then it is not a case of non-natural meaning. This prevents a case of (what Grice calls) “letting someone know” from counting as non-natural meaning. Say Sally had broken the flats frying pan, by running over it in the car. If she then walked in to the room holding up the squashed frying pan, you would immediately realize that it was broken. Under a more naive version of Grice’s theory this case would be counted as a case of non-natural meaning, provided she intended to produce the belief in you by walking in to the room. This isn’t a case of meaningnn because there need not be been a speaker to convey the same meaning; the fact that the frying pan was squashed implied that it was broken. The difference between “telling” and “letting someone know” was important to Grice.

The meaning Facts as in course notes:

1. The fact of meaningfulness (some strings of symbols/words are meaningful where as others are not)

2. Two expressions can be synonymous

3. One expression can be ambiguous

4. The meaning of one expression can be contained within the meaning of another

5. The fact that disagreements can be merely semantic

6. Some sentences are structurally ambiguous

Given these ‘facts’ about meaning, how does Grice’s theory stack up against these? 

1. The theory deals adequately with the fact of meaningfulness. It is simply that meaningful sentences convey a belief and meaningless ones do not. This may not seem to be a sufficient account of meaningfulness but it does as well as any other theory in this regard.

2. While Grice doesn’t specifically comment on this I don’t see any problem with it. Two expressions are synonymous if when a speaker utters them, he intends to convey the same belief 

3. Similarly ambiguity is dealt with in the respect that although the speaker is intending to convey a single belief to an audience, because of the words the belief could be one of several. Would this mean then that ambiguous expressions are meaningless in the Gricerian world because the speaker’s intention is not recognized? This is interesting thought (and my initial when looking at these facts) but the theory doesn’t state that the audience must recognize the intentions of the speaker, just that the speaker intends the audience to recognize them. This points to an interesting case where, the speaker intends the audience to be baffled by the ambiguity, i.e. he doesn’t intend the audience to recognize his belief, he intends through the use of ambiguity to leave it unstated. He didn’t intend to produce any one of the two (or more) possible meanings of the sentence in the audience. So by a Gricerian analysis he would either a) mean something totally different, or b) his utterance was totally meaningless.

4. Entailment is not really covered by the theory, but as Grice focuses on entire sentences and since each is a distinct utterance, entailment could be a problem. Perhaps it can be solved by saying that when one word x entails another word/sentence y an utterance of x entails another utterance with the entailed word y.  Since all bachelors are unmarried if I was to say, “John is a bachelor” because of the entailment of the word bachelor it would give rise to (or entail) the utterance “John is unmarried”.

5. Disagreements can be merely semantic when the proposition the speaker is trying to convey, is misinterpreted by the audience and vice versa. This is sort of an extension of the ambiguity case. Where the audience doesn’t see the ambiguity, and treats the statement as one that is not ambiguous. Not all semantic disagreements fit this category, but perhaps we can say there is form of ambiguity created between the meanings of the words in the arguer’s idiolects. 

6. Because the theory deals with the entire utterance, structural ambiguity can be dealt with in the same way as word ambiguity, the only difference is in the form of ambiguity. 

John R. Searle had several objections to Grice’s theory, and accordingly modified it to fit his examples; I will try to outline his objections here. At the beginning of his section on meaning he says that there are two aspects in which the theory is deficient as stated by him, “This account of meaning does not show the connection between one’s meaning something by what one says and what that says actually means in the language”
 and “by defining meaning in terms of intended effects it confuses illocutionary, with perlocutionary acts.”
 Searle then shows counter-examples to Grice’s theory, his first being an example about an American solider pretending to be German by uttering a line from a German poem. In this example he raises the issue that someone could utter a sentence in another language, that is not a meaningless sentence, and mean something totally different by it. I do not have space here to go into the details but the point brought out is that under a Grecian theory a sentence about flowers, in German, spoken by an American solider during a war
 could mean “I am a German Officer”. This situation would fit all the required intentions, but the words have no correlation with the meaning. As Searle puts it: “Meaning is more than a matter of intention, it is also at least sometimes a matter of convention” 
 As for his objections of the second kind, they are a little harder to understand, without background in Searle’s speech act theory. Perhaps the clearest one is “For example, I may make a statement without caring whether my audience believes it or not but simply because it is my duty to make it”
 It is clear that often you make a statement when you do not intend for the audience to believe it. Or you present an argument, and at the end make the final statement of what you are arguing for. If the intention in making the final statement was for the audience to believe it just because you said it there is no reason for giving the proof. This type of counter example leads us on to the theory that you simply intend to convey a belief, rather than actually produce the belief in the audience.

As with Searle, Paul Ziff had reservations with Grice’s theory. In fact he goes so far as to say that his paper ‘On Grice’s Account of Meaning’ was meant to discredit it. As puts it a counterfeit coin, which is starting to gain currency. I don’t believe he succeeded in discrediting the theory, but nonetheless he raises some interesting issues.

Firstly Ziff challenges the Idea that one could simply replace meansnn in place of means in a sentence without changing the meaning. 

a) ‘Snow is white’ means that snow is white

b) ‘Snow is white’ meansnn that snow is white

Does (a) mean exactly the same as (b)?
 Ziff says they may not. If George was to utter, “snow is white” in the 3 following situations: 

1. In bed delirious with fever

2. In the course of a conversation with a friend

3. In a mourning soliloquy 

In each case is it true that by uttering, “snow is white” he non-naturally meant that snow it white?

1. When he was in bed delirious he was unaware whether there was an audience or not, so he couldn’t have intentions of conveying beliefs to them because he didn’t know if they believed it or not.

2. When in conversation he non-naturally meant it because he fulfills all the intentions etc.

3. In a soliloquy, unless you allow that he could consider himself his own audience, he didn’t have Grecian intentions, therefore didn’t meannn anything at all.

Therefore by this analysis, “snow is white” doesn’t always meannn that snow is white, because sometimes the statement is meaningless. In order for the two sentences (a) and (b) to be equivalent we would have to add a usually. Something like “ ‘Snow is white’ usually meansnn that snow is white”

Another issue Ziff mentions is the idea that the “usual” meaning isn’t the actual sentence meaning (as I discussed earlier). To borrow his example, if I was to say, “He’s a son of a Stickle-Back fish” I would probably mean that he is the son of a tough parent (or similar). The true/literal/sentence (?) meaning of that statement would be to do with fish and whether a certain fish is in the category of sticklebacks etc… It is highly unlikely that anyone would say the sentence and mean the literal meaning. Ziff seams to take this as a counter-example but the opposite could be said. Maybe this is a good thing because it means that the theory covers the practical site of languages, a theory of meaning that could only account for literal meanings has difficulty explaining natural language. Still, the theory fails to explain why we see a literal meaning as well.
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