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4.	 Maxims of manner: Be clear. Avoid obscurity of expression. Avoid ambiguity. 
Be brief. Be orderly.

Violations of the maxims produce conversations that are noticeably odd. For instance, 
if someone asks, “Do you have a watch?” and you respond, “Yes, I do,” you are violat-
ing the first maxim of quantity; you are being less informative than is required. Your 
conversation partner is not, in all likelihood, taking a census for Timex or Rolex; he or 
she probably wants to know the time. As a member of the language community that 
you live in, you are expected to know that the question asked is really a request for the 
time and to respond appropriately.

It is also possible to violate the first maxim by being too informative. For example, some 
of my students occasionally invite me to eat with them in the campus dining halls.
When we arrange a luncheon date, they often ask something like “Where should we 
meet?” My response ought to be something on the order of “How about if you come to 
my office?” rather than something much more detailed like “Please come to my office 
door, and I will be standing 27 centimeters inside of it.” The latter would be bizarre, 
presumably because it’s too specific.

The second maxim has to do with 
truthfulness. In general, each conver-
sation partner assumes that the other 
is telling the truth or at least what the 
speaker believes to be the truth. On 
some occasions, it is permissible to 
violate this maxim—for example, to 
be ironic. Imagine that a friend who’s 
missed a lecture in a class in which 
you are both enrolled asks, “How 
was class today?” You can respond,
“Utterly fascinating!” even if it really 
was dry as toast if you somehow signal 
your answer isn’t to be taken literally. 
Rolled eyes, exaggerated intonation,
winks, and the like help to communi-
cate that your violation of the maxim 
of quality is itself meant to commu-
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 of quantity or quality may well be per-
 may find it difficult to attract 

-
tion by responding with irrelevant utterances will have a bigger problem: He or she 

conversation 

JOE (looking at Tom and smiling):	 Lo, a flaming squirrel!

 Photo 10.3: Grice 
proposed four maxims, 
or rules, that people must 
follow to have a successful 
conversation.
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