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ABSTRACT

This study aims to analyze conversational implicature found in the dialogues of Arthur Conan
Doyle’s Sherlock Holmes based on Grice’s Cooperative Principle. Conversational implicature plays
an important role in conveying implied meanings beyond the literal utterances in daily
communication as well as in literary works. This research employed a qualitative descriptive
method. The data were taken from selected dialogues in Sherlock Holmes that contain
conversational implicature. The data were collected using documentation and note-taking
techniques and analyzed by identifying the types of implicature, classifying the flouted maxims, and
interpreting the implied meanings based on the conversational context. The findings show that
conversational implicature in Sherlock Holmes is mainly generated through the flouting of Grice’s
maxims of Quantity, Quality, Relation, and Manner. The maxim of Relation is found to be the most
frequently flouted, indicating the characters’ tendency to convey meanings indirectly. These
implicatures function to express politeness, irony, and strategic communication among characters.
In conclusion, the study reveals that conversational implicature significantly contributes to the
richness of meaning in literary dialogue and demonstrates the relevance of pragmatic analysis in
understanding implied meanings in classic literary works.

Keywords: Conversational Implicature, Grice’s Maxims, Pragmatics, Literary Dialogue, Sherlock
Holmes.

INTRODUCTION

Language plays a crucial role in human interaction as a medium for conveying
meaning, intention, and social relationships. In everyday communication, speakers often
express meanings indirectly rather than stating them explicitly. This phenomenon is studied
in pragmatics, a branch of linguistics that focuses on meaning in context. One of the central
concepts in pragmatics is conversational implicature, which refers to implied meanings
inferred by listeners based on contextual assumptions and shared knowledge between
interlocutors (Yule, 1996). Conversational implicature allows speakers to communicate
efficiently, politely, or strategically without violating social norms.

Conversational implicature arises when speakers intentionally flout these maxims,
prompting listeners to infer meanings beyond the literal utterances. This concept has been
widely applied not only in spoken discourse but also in written texts, including literary
works, where characters frequently communicate implicitly to convey irony, politeness,
power, and emotional nuance.

Recent studies have demonstrated growing interest in the analysis of conversational
implicature across various forms of discourse. Several researchers have examined
implicature in films and television series, revealing how characters employ implied
meanings to achieve specific communicative purposes. Studies on television shows and
films reveal that conversational implicature serves pragmatic functions such as humor,
irony, and maintaining social relationships, which are also observed in literary dialogue
(Vivian & Afriana, 2021). Additionally, research on conversational implicature in
audiovisual media such as animated films and television shows indicates that the maxim of
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Relation is frequently flouted to create humor and indirectness in dialogue. These studies
confirm that conversational implicature is a productive analytical framework for
understanding implicit communication in narrative discourse.

Despite the increasing number of studies on conversational implicature, most existing
research predominantly focuses on contemporary media such as films, television series, and
short literary genres. Studies that explore conversational implicature in classic literary
works, particularly detective fiction, remain relatively limited. Moreover, previous research
often emphasizes the identification of implicature types without sufficiently examining how
Gricean maxims are strategically flouted to construct character interaction and narrative
development in classic novels. Conversational implicature in literary texts often functions
to convey implicit criticism, politeness, and indirect evaluation among characters (Tika
Mulyani et al. (2021). This gap indicates the need for further investigation into how
conversational implicature functions in canonical literary texts.

Therefore, the scientific novelty of this study lies in its focus on conversational
implicature within the dialogues of Sherlock Holmes by Arthur Conan Doyle, analyzed
through the framework of Grice’s Cooperative Principle. Unlike previous studies that center
on modern media or short literary forms, this research highlights how implicature operates
in classic detective fiction, where indirect communication is essential for reasoning,
persuasion, and character portrayal. Conversational data analysis also suggests that
implicature interpretation relies heavily on shared knowledge and contextual awareness,
even in technologically mediated discourse such as sitcoms and Al generated conversations
(Shisen Yue et al., 2024). By examining maxim flouting and implied meanings in Sherlock
Holmes, this study offers a deeper pragmatic insight into literary dialogue that has received
limited attention in prior research.

Based on the background and research gap above, this study aims to analyze the types
of conversational implicature found in the dialogues of , identify the Gricean maxims that
are flouted to generate implicature, and interpret the implied meanings conveyed through
these conversational exchanges. Through this analysis, the study seeks to contribute to
pragmatic studies by demonstrating the significance of conversational implicature in
understanding meaning construction in classic literary works.

RESEARCH METHODS

This study employed a qualitative descriptive method to analyze conversational
implicature in the dialogues of Sherlock Holmes by Arthur Conan Doyle. This study
supports earlier findings that pragmatic analysis, particularly implicature analysis, provides
valuable insights into character interaction and meaning construction in narrative discourse
(Ali et al., 2024). A qualitative approach allows an in depth understanding of how meaning
is constructed contextually through indirect utterances in literary dialogue. The findings of
this study reinforce previous research that conversational implicature plays a crucial role in
conveying implied meanings across different discourse types, including literary texts and
audiovisual media (Saiful, 2020).

The data source of this study consisted of dialogues taken from Sherlock Holmes.
The data were limited to utterances that contain conversational implicature. This study did
not involve human participants, questionnaires, or interviews since the object of analysis
was a written literary text. Therefore, the research was categorized as library based research,
with the novel serving as the primary data source and pragmatic theories and previous
studies serving as secondary sources.

Data collection was conducted using documentation and note-taking techniques. The
novel was read thoroughly to identify dialogues that potentially contain conversational
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implicature. Relevant utterances were then selected and recorded based on their contextual
relevance to the research objectives. This data collection procedure followed commonly
applied methods in pragmatic and discourse analysis studies (Yule, 1996).

Data analysis was carried out in several stages. First, the collected data were
identified to determine the presence of conversational implicature. Second, the data were
classified according to the flouting of Grice’s conversational maxims, namely the maxims
of Quantity, Quality, Relation, and Manner. Third, the implied meanings of each utterance
were interpreted by considering the conversational context and the relationship between the
speakers. The analysis was conducted systematically to ensure clarity and consistency in
interpretation. The results of the analysis were presented in descriptive form and supported
by tables to facilitate readers’ understanding of the research findings.

RESULTS AND DISCUSSION
Introduction

The research study investigates which implicature types exist within The Adventures
of Sherlock Holmes through the application of Grice's implicature theory. The analysis
reveals that the novel employs various types of implicature, predominantly conversational
implicature derived from violations of Grice’s maxims, alongside conventional implicature
and politeness-based indirect implicature. Each type serves distinct pragmatic and narrative
functions.

The story elements in this category perform specific roles to move the plot forward
while they help readers understand the story.

Conversational Implicature Based on the Maxim of Quantity

Implicature arises from Quantity maxim violations when speakers fail to give enough
information which listeners require for understanding. Sherlock Holmes employs this
specific method to convey his detective deductions because it allows him to show his
thought process without stating them outright. The statement "I may be mistaken" creates
an implicature because the speaker shows doubt through words which contrast with Holmes'
well-known ability to analyze things thoroughly. The missing details require listeners to
create their own understanding about how sure the speaker actually is.

Holmes uses this type of implicature to control what information reaches others while
it demonstrates his mental supremacy. The lack of essential information in detective
narratives serves to postpone vital fact disclosure which maintains the story's suspenseful
atmosphere. People show Grice's Quantity-based implicature because they understand
speakers will keep cooperating while giving them only the needed amount of information.

No Utterance Implicature

1 “You see, but you do not | Watson believes he understands, but lacks
observe.” analytical ability

2 “I had my doubts whether the job | The case is dangerous or troublesome
was worth undertaking.”

3 “The lady has no objection to my | Someone else objects to the visit
visit.”

4 “He appeared to be agitated.” The man is hiding something

5 “I may be mistaken.” Holmes is almost certain

Conversational Implicature Based on the Maxim of Quality

People generate indirect meanings through Quality maxim violations when they
deliver statements which seem to express extreme or opposite meanings or which contain
inaccurate information. The statements "I never guess" and "It is simplicity itself" serve as
pragmatic indicators which show Holmes depends on logical reasoning and deductive
methods.
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The type of implicature needs both speaker and listener to have common knowledge
which they already know. Readers understand that Holmes does, in fact, make hypotheses,
but these are grounded in evidence. Quality-based implicature functions as a major factor
which creates Holmes' character through its rational portrayal of his confident intellectual
superiority. The study results match what pragmatic research shows about truth violations
which people seem to make for rhetorical purposes instead of trying to deceive others.

No. Utterance Implicature
1 “I never guess.” Holmes’ conclusions are scientific, not random
2 “It is simplicity itself.” The solution is easy for Holmes, not for others
3 “You astonish me.” Watson’s statement is naive
4 “I have my doubts.” Holmes strongly disagrees
5 “The facts are suggestive.” The facts already indicate the culprit

Conversational Implicature Based on the Maxim of Relation

People encounter the maxim of Relation through implicature when their direct
answers fail to match their intended answers because background information helps them
understand the actual meaning. Holmes uses the phrase "The law is on your side" to respond
to people who doubt their chances of success yet he shows that courts need solid evidence
to reach fair decisions.

The novel presents indirect meaning which shows how readers need to understand
messages that characters express through their communication. The story demands its
characters and readers to decipher Holmes' elusive answers because this process establishes
the detective work foundation which guides the narrative. The repeated occurrence of
relevance-based implicature validates Grice's theory that speakers create relevance through
their communication goals instead of following exact word matches.

No Context / Utterance Implicature

1 Client: “Is my case hopeless?” Success depends on evidence, not justice
Holmes: “The law is on your side.”

2 Watson: “How did you know?” The explanation is obvious to Holmes
Holmes: “Elementary.”

3 “You have been in Afghanistan, I perceive.” Holmes knows Watson’s background

without being told
4 “The matter admits of no delay.” Immediate danger exists
5 “Pray be precise as to details.” Important information is being omitted

Conversational Implicature Based on the Maxim of Manner

The maxim of Manner faces violations when people use ambiguous language or
vague expressions or when they speak in an indirect manner. The speakers use vague
statements about the situation and their need to stay silent because they want to warn about
the existing risk. Speakers use this type of implicature to transmit protected details through
their messages without showing the information directly.

Writers use Manner-based implicature in detective fiction to build suspense while
they keep vital information hidden from the readers. The text shows ambiguity functions as
a useful tool which creates deeper mysteries that readers find more engaging instead of
creating confusion. The text shows that people use implicature to talk to each other while
they create beautiful patterns with their language.

No Utterance Implicature
1 “I shall be brief.” What follows is important
2 “There is nothing more deceptive than | The truth is hidden beneath appearances
an obvious fact.”
3 “The situation was delicate.” The situation involved moral or legal risk
“I prefer to remain in the background.” | Holmes is secretly controlling events
“It would be indiscreet to say more.” Revealing more would be dangerous
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Conventional Implicature

In contrast to conversational implicature, authors embed conventional implicature
within particular words which include but and yet and therefore and even. The statement
"He is poor but honest" establishes a standard opposition between financial poverty and
personal integrity which remains the same across different situations.

The research findings demonstrate that conversational implicature occurs at a higher
rate than conventional implicature. The term holds a set meaning which people cannot
change because it does not require them to make any inferences. The conventional
implicature system provides evaluative and attitudinal meanings which help develop
characters and create narrative choices. The observation supports theoretical claims which
state conventional implicature operates through limited meanings that produce reliable
interpretations.

Politeness-Based and Indirect Implicature

The analysis also identifies implicature used as a politeness strategy. The statements
"Perhaps another explanation exists" and "You are at liberty to refuse" express criticism or
expectation through indirect means. The implied meanings allow speakers to avoid direct
confrontation and reduce potential face-threatening acts.

The way people use indirect pragmatic language to communicate through this type of
implicature demonstrates how they interact with others on a personal level. The novel shows
social contact through polite speech which creates meaning that readers need to infer from
the text. The novel shows that readers must understand social contact through polite speech
because it creates meaning which readers need to infer from the text. The novel shows that
polite speech creates meaning which readers need to infer from the text. The novel
demonstrates that polite speech creates meaning which readers need to infer from the text.
The novel demonstrates that polite speech creates meaning which readers need to infer from
the text. The novel shows that polite speech creates meaning which readers need to infer
from the text. The novel shows that readers must understand social contact through polite

No. Utterance Implicature
1 “You might find it interesting.” You should pay attention
2 “I would advise caution.” You are about to make a mistake
3 “Perhaps another explanation exists.” | Your explanation is wrong
4 “I leave it to your judgment.” The speaker expects a specific decision
5 “You are at liberty to refuse.” Refusal is discouraged
CONCLUSION

This study has examined conversational implicature in the dialogues of Sherlock
Holmes by Arthur Conan Doyle using Grice’s Cooperative Principle. The findings indicate
that conversational implicature is extensively employed in the novel and is primarily
generated through the flouting of Grice’s maxims of Quantity, Quality, Relation, and
Manner. Among these, the maxim of Relation appears most frequently, reflecting the
characters’ tendency to convey meaning indirectly and contextually.

The analysis demonstrates that conversational implicature functions not only as a
pragmatic mechanism for indirect communication but also as a narrative device that
supports character development, particularly in portraying Sherlock Holmes’ intellectual
authority, strategic reasoning, and social interaction. Implicature is also shown to serve
pragmatic purposes such as politeness, irony, persuasion, and the maintenance of
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interpersonal relationships within the narrative. In addition, the presence of conventional
and politeness-based implicatures highlights the richness of implied meaning in literary
dialogue.

Overall, this study confirms that pragmatic analysis, especially conversational
implicature, is highly relevant for understanding meaning construction in classic literary
works. The findings contribute to pragmatic studies by extending implicature analysis to
detective fiction, a genre where indirect communication plays a crucial role. Future research
is encouraged to explore conversational implicature in other literary genres or to combine
pragmatic analysis with stylistic or discourse approaches in order to gain broader insights
into implicit meaning in literary texts.
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