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Abstract: This study investigates the role of implicature in the construction of humor within
fictional narratives, using a pragmatic-linguistic approach grounded in Gricean and post-Gricean
theories. While conversational implicature has been well studied in spoken discourse, its function
in literary texts—where communicative acts are stylized and indirect—has received less
systematic attention. This paper analyzes how humor is generated through violations of
conversational maxims, ironic flouting, and narrative implicature across various fictional
contexts. Through a qualitative analysis of selected passages from 19th- and 20th-century fiction,
the study reveals that humorous implicatures rely on inferential cooperation between the text and
reader, shaped by genre conventions, narrative voice, and intersubjective cognition.

Introduction

Humor is a complex linguistic and cognitive phenomenon that is central to many fictional
narratives. It engages readers not only emotionally but also intellectually, through their ability to
infer meanings that are intentionally left unsaid. The mechanism of implicature, as originally
defined by H. P. Grice (1975), provides a foundational tool for understanding how readers
interpret such indirect meanings. Grice’s theory posits that speakers (or in fiction, narrators and
characters) often imply more than they say, leading the hearer (or reader) to infer the unstated
content via shared norms of cooperation. In fictional texts, humor often arises when these norms
are intentionally violated—for example, through irony, understatement, or incongruity—
leading to humorous implicatures. This research aims to examine how such implicatures function
across different narrative levels (dialogic, narratorial, and meta-narrative) and how readers
cognitively process them as humorous.

Methods

The study uses qualitative discourse analysis informed by pragmatic and cognitive-linguistic
theories. Data were drawn from selected English literary texts, specifically:

Jane Austen’s Pride and Prejudice (1813),
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George Eliot’s Middlemarch (1871),

Oscar Wilde’s The Importance of Being Earnest (1895),

and contemporary postmodern fiction by authors such as David Foster Wallace.

Texts were examined for instances where implicature contributed to humor, particularly where
the Gricean maxims were flouted or where readers were required to infer a non-literal meaning.
The analysis also included narratorial interventions and meta-ironic passages. Each instance
was categorized according to the type of implicature (conversational, conventional, or echoic)
and its narrative function (character-based, narratorial, or metafictional). The interpretive
framework drew on Gricean Pragmatics, Relevance Theory (Sperber & Wilson, 1986), and
recent cognitive approaches to literary humor (Attardo, 1994; Clark, 1996).

Results

Dialogic Implicature and Character Interaction

Characters frequently flout conversational maxims to produce humor. In Pride and Prejudice,
Mr. Bennet's ironic respect for his wife's “nerves” flouts the Maxim of Quality, resulting in an
implicature that satirizes her melodramatic tendencies. These implicatures are effective because
the reader is complicit in recognizing the contrast between literal and intended meaning.
Similarly, Wilde’s plays rely heavily on tautological and circular dialogue where the Maxim of
Relation is flouted, inviting humorous inferences that critique Victorian morality.

Narratorial Implicature and Irony

In texts such as Middlemarch, narrators generate implicature through implied critique or irony,
especially via free indirect discourse. These implicatures occur when the narrator subtly
distances themselves from a character’s naïve or self-important perspective, leading the reader to
laugh not at what is said, but at what is implied. For instance, Eliot’s narrator often echoes
characters’ thoughts in exaggerated or pompous tones to signal their flawed worldviews.

Metafictional Implicature and Postmodern Play

Contemporary fiction introduces a third layer: meta-ironic implicature, where the narrative
voice itself becomes unreliable or self-reflexive. In David Foster Wallace’s works, implicatures
often arise from parodic or excessive narrative digressions that draw attention to the act of
storytelling itself. These passages flout the Maxim of Manner, producing humor through stylistic
absurdity and inviting the reader to question literary conventions.

Discussion

The findings confirm that humorous implicatures in fiction depend on pragmatic violations that
are contextually licensed by the fictional world. Unlike spontaneous conversation, fictional
implicatures are carefully constructed by the author to achieve rhetorical and aesthetic effects.
The reader’s ability to recognize these implicatures is contingent on shared socio-cultural
knowledge, genre awareness, and narrative competence. This aligns with Relevance Theory,
where humor arises from the cognitive reward of resolving incongruity efficiently. Moreover, the
narratorial and metafictional implicatures in literary texts expand Grice’s model, suggesting that
implicature in fiction can occur outside the traditional speaker-hearer dyad and involve more
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complex author-reader dynamics. The study also supports the view that implicature is central not
only to humor but to the broader interpretive processes that define literary reading.

Conclusion

This study demonstrates that humorous implicatures are a key mechanism through which fiction
creates meaning and engages readers. By strategically flouting pragmatic norms, authors induce
readers to infer alternative meanings that generate amusement, satire, or irony. These
implicatures are distributed across different narrative layers—dialogue, narration, and
metafiction—and rely on the reader’s cognitive and cultural competencies. Future research could
further explore cross-cultural differences in the interpretation of literary implicatures, as well as
computational models for detecting pragmatic humor in narrative texts.
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