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            Abstract 

Conversational implicature is an important concept in pragmatics. It explains 

how people communicate meanings that are not directly stated. In literature, it helps 

create humour, develop characters, and express social criticism. Although The 

Importance of Being Earnest has been studied from different literary perspectives, few 

studies have examined conversational implicature using Grice's (1975) Cooperative 

Principle. Therefore, this study aims to analyze conversational implicature in Oscar 

Wilde's The Importance of Being Earnest. This study uses a qualitative research design 

and textual analysis. Eight dialogues from the play are selected and analyzed using 

Grice's (1975) Cooperative Principle. The study identifies the flouted maxims, explains 

the implied meanings, and examines their role in the play. The findings show that Wilde 

frequently uses conversational implicature. All four conversational maxims are flouted, 

with the Maxim of Quality being the most common. The study also shows that maxim 

flouting creates humour, develops characters, and criticizes Victorian society. It 

concludes that Grice's Cooperative Principle is a useful framework for understanding 

implied meanings and appreciating Wilde's language and social criticism.  
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1. Introduction  

1.1. Background of the Study  

Language is one of the most important ways people communicate. It helps people 

share their thoughts, feelings, ideas, and experiences. Through language, people build 

relationships, exchange information, and interact with others in everyday life. Halliday 

(1994) describes language as a social system that people use to create and share meaning. 

In simple words, language is not only about grammar but also about communication. Sapir 

(1921) defines language as a human system of communication that uses symbols to express 

ideas, emotions, and desires. This shows that language is closely connected with 

communication. To understand communication, it is important to understand how people 

express and interpret meaning. People do not always say exactly what they mean. In many 

situations, they express their ideas indirectly and expect others to understand the intended 

meaning from the context. Levinson (1983) explains that speakers often communicate 

more than the actual words they use. Therefore, listeners need to understand the speaker's 

intended meaning, not just the literal meaning of the words.  

The study of meaning in context is called pragmatics. It explains how people use 

language in real-life situations and how listeners understand meanings based on context. 

Yule (1996) defines pragmatics as the study of speaker meaning, while Levinson (1983) 

explains that it studies the relationship between language and context. Unlike semantics, 

which focuses on the literal meaning of words, pragmatics studies implied meanings and 

speaker intentions. One of the most important theories in pragmatics is Grice's (1975) 

Cooperative Principle. Grice explains that speakers and listeners usually cooperate to make 

communication successful. To explain this idea, he introduced four conversational 

maxims: Quantity, Quality, Relation, and Manner. These maxims guide speakers to 

provide enough information, speak truthfully, stay relevant, and communicate clearly. 

However, speakers do not always follow these maxims. Sometimes they intentionally 

break or flout them to express another meaning. When this happens, listeners look for the 

hidden meaning behind the words. Grice (1975) calls this hidden meaning conversational 

implicature.  

Conversational implicature is an important concept in pragmatics. It refers to a 

meaning that is suggested rather than directly stated. Yule (1996) explains that people 

often communicate information without saying it clearly, while Levinson (1983) states 

that listeners understand these meanings by using context and making inferences. 

Conversational implicature is also common in literature. Writers often use indirect 

language, irony, and humour to express deeper meanings. Drama is especially suitable for 

pragmatic analysis because the story develops through conversations between characters. 

These dialogues help readers understand how meaning is created in different situations.  

Oscar Wilde's The Importance of Being Earnest (1895) is one of the most famous 

comedy plays in English literature. The play is known for its witty dialogue, humour, 
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irony, and criticism of Victorian society. Wilde often uses indirect language to create 

humour and present social criticism. Much of the play's humour comes from what the 

characters imply rather than what they say directly. This study applies Grice's (1975) 

Cooperative Principle to selected dialogues from The Importance of Being Earnest. It 

examines how the characters flout conversational maxims and how these floutings create 

implied meanings, humour, characterization, and social criticism.  

1.2. Statement of the Problem  

Many studies on The Importance of Being Earnest have discussed humour, satire, 

characterization, politeness, speech acts, and conversational implicature. However, few 

studies explain how the flouting of Grice's conversational maxims creates conversational 

implicature and how it helps create humour and social satire. Therefore, this study 

examines conversational implicature and maxim flouting in selected dialogues from The 

Importance of Being Earnest.  

1.3. Research Objectives  

This study aims to:  

 Identify conversational implicatures in selected dialogues from The Importance of 

Being Earnest.  

 Examine how Grice's conversational maxims are flouted in the play.  

 Analyze how conversational implicature creates humour and social satire.  

 Explore the role of indirect communication in character interaction and social 

criticism.  

1.4. Research Questions  

This study answers the following questions:  

 What types of conversational implicature are found in The Importance of Being 

Earnest?  

 Which conversational maxims are most frequently flouted in the selected dialogues?  

 How does conversational implicature create humour in the play?  

 How does Wilde use indirect communication to present social satire and develop his 

characters?  

1.5. Significance of the Study  

This study is important for both linguistics and literary studies.  

From a linguistic perspective, it shows how Grice's Cooperative Principle and 

Conversational Implicature can be used to analyze literary texts. It also explains how 

hidden meanings are created through maxim flouting.  

From a literary perspective, the study helps readers understand how Wilde uses 

language to create humour, social satire, and character development. It also shows the 

importance of indirect communication in the play.  
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This study may also be useful for students, teachers, and researchers who are 

interested in pragmatics, discourse analysis, stylistics, literary linguistics, and the 

relationship between language and literature.  

1.6. Scope and Delimitation of the Study  

This study focuses on selected dialogues from Oscar Wilde's The Importance of 

Being Earnest. It uses Grice's (1975) Cooperative Principle and the theory of 

Conversational Implicature to analyze the selected dialogues. The study mainly examines 

the flouting of conversational maxims and the implied meanings they create. Although 

humour and politeness are discussed where necessary, they are not used as the main 

theories. Likewise, Speech Act Theory and Politeness Theory are not discussed in detail. 

The study focuses only on the pragmatic and linguistic analysis of the selected dialogues 

rather than a complete literary analysis of the play.  

2. Literature Review and Theoretical Framework  

2.1. Language as a Social Semiotic System  

Language is one of the main ways people communicate. It helps them express their 

thoughts, ideas, feelings, and experiences. People also use language to share information 

and build relationships. Sapir (1921) defines language as a human system of 

communication that uses symbols to express ideas, emotions, and desires. This shows that 

language is meaningful and follows a system.  

Halliday (1994) explains that language is a social semiotic system. This means that 

people use language to create and share meaning in different social situations. According 

to Halliday, language is more than grammar and vocabulary. It is a tool for communication, 

and the way people use it depends on the situation, their relationship with others, and the 

purpose of communication.  

Halliday (1994) also explains that language has three main functions. The 

ideational function expresses ideas and experiences. The interpersonal function helps 

people communicate and build relationships. The textual function organizes language into 

clear and meaningful messages. Eggins (2004) also states that language is closely 

connected to social context and interaction.  

In literature, writers use language to express ideas, emotions, and deeper meanings. 

In The Importance of Being Earnest, Oscar Wilde uses language to create humour, irony, 

and social criticism. Halliday's theory helps explain how these meanings are created 

through the dialogues in the play.  

2.2. Pragmatics and Meaning in Context  

Pragmatics is the study of meaning in context. It explains how people understand 

meanings that go beyond the literal words. Unlike semantics, which studies the dictionary 

meaning of words, pragmatics focuses on the speaker's intended meaning (Levinson, 

1983).  
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Yule (1996) defines pragmatics as the study of speaker meaning and how listeners 

understand what the speaker really means. In daily communication, people often say one 

thing but mean another. Pragmatics helps explain these implied meanings.  

According to Levinson (1983), context is very important for understanding 

meaning. Context includes the situation, the relationship between speakers, and the shared 

knowledge they have. Without context, it is difficult to understand the speaker's real 

message.  

Mey (2001) explains that pragmatics studies how language is used in real-life 

communication.  

People often use indirect expressions, hints, or implied meanings instead of 

speaking directly. Listeners use the context to understand the intended meaning (Yule, 

1996).  

Pragmatics is also useful in literary studies because writers often use indirect 

language, irony, and hidden meanings. In drama, characters communicate through 

dialogue, making it easier to study how meaning is created. Therefore, pragmatics is an 

effective approach for analyzing humour and social satire in The Importance of Being 

Earnest.  

2.3. Grice's Cooperative Principle  

Grice (1975) introduced the Cooperative Principle to explain how people 

communicate successfully. He believed that speakers and listeners normally cooperate to 

make communication clear and meaningful.  

Grice (1975, p. 45) states:  

"Make your conversational contribution such as is required, at the stage at which 

it occurs, by the accepted purpose of the talk exchange."  

This means that speakers should give information that is appropriate for the 

conversation. When both speakers cooperate, communication becomes easier to 

understand.  

To explain this idea, Grice (1975) introduced four conversational maxims. The 

Maxim of Quantity means giving enough information, but not too much. The Maxim of 

Quality means telling the truth. The Maxim of Relation means staying relevant to the 

topic. The Maxim of Manner means speaking clearly and avoiding confusion.  

Although people usually follow these maxims, they sometimes break them on 

purpose. When this happens, listeners try to find the hidden meaning behind the speaker's 

words. This creates conversational implicature.  

2.4. Conversational Implicature  

Conversational implicature is an important concept in pragmatics introduced by 

Grice (1975). It refers to a meaning that is implied rather than directly stated. In other 

words, people often mean more than the words they actually say.  
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According to Yule (1996), conversational implicature is the extra meaning that 

listeners understand from the context. Levinson (1983) also explains that listeners use their 

knowledge of the situation to understand the speaker's intended meaning.  

For example, if someone says, "It is cold in here," they may be asking someone 

to close the window instead of only talking about the temperature.  

In literature, writers often use conversational implicature to create hidden 

meanings, humour, and irony. In The Importance of Being Earnest, many dialogues have 

meanings that go beyond the literal words.  

2.5. Flouting of Grice's Maxims  

Flouting happens when a speaker intentionally does not follow a conversational 

maxim. According to Grice (1975), speakers do this to communicate an implied meaning, 

not to confuse the listener.  

Thomas (1995) explains that when a maxim is flouted, listeners understand that 

there is a hidden message. They use the context to find the speaker's real meaning.  

In drama, maxim flouting is often used to create humour, irony, and satire. In The 

Importance of Being Earnest, Wilde's characters frequently give unexpected or indirect 

responses. These responses make the dialogue humorous and also criticize the social 

values of Victorian society.  

2.6. Humour in Linguistic Discourse  

Humour is an important part of communication and literature. It often appears 

when there is a difference between what people expect and what actually happens. Attardo 

(1994) explains that humour is based on incongruity, where two different meanings or 

ideas come together.  

In pragmatics, humour is closely related to conversational implicature and maxim 

flouting. When speakers break conversational rules, listeners understand the hidden 

meaning, which often creates a humorous effect.  

Jeffrey (2010) explains that humour can be created through irony, exaggeration, 

repetition, and unexpected responses. Elkhidr (2025) also states that Oscar Wilde uses 

epigrams, irony, sarcasm, wordplay, and double meanings to create humour. These 

techniques not only entertain readers but also criticize the customs and values of Victorian 

society.  

In The Importance of Being Earnest, Wilde uses witty and indirect dialogue to 

create humour. Many conversations have hidden meanings that make the play both 

entertaining and thought-provoking.  

2.7. Previous Studies  

Oscar Wilde's The Importance of Being Earnest (1895) has been widely studied 

because of its humour, irony, witty dialogue, and criticism of Victorian society. Many 

researchers have explored the play from different linguistic and literary perspectives. Most 
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studies focus on humour, politeness, speech acts, conversational implicature, and discourse 

strategies.  

For example, Elkhidr (2025) explains that Wilde creates humour by using irony, 

sarcasm, wordplay, epigrams, and double meanings. The study argues that humour in the 

play is not only for entertainment but also for criticizing Victorian society, marriage, and 

social values. Likewise, Jambrešić (2023) states that much of the humour and satire in the 

play depends on implied meanings and the context of the conversations. This shows that 

pragmatics is useful for understanding Wilde's language.  

Some researchers have focused on politeness and conversational behaviour. 

Candel Bormann (2000) examines the play from a pragmatic perspective and finds that the 

characters often ignore or challenge politeness rules. The study suggests that these 

language choices help Wilde present social identity and criticize Victorian society. In a 

similar way, Rodríguez Ravelo (n.d.) argues that Wilde uses polite language in an 

exaggerated way to create humour. The study explains that politeness in the play is more 

than good manners; it is also a literary technique that supports humour and social criticism.  

Other studies have examined speech acts and conversational implicature. Boubakri 

(n.d.) finds that the characters often give irrelevant responses by flouting Grice's Maxim 

of Relation. These responses create humour and support the main themes of the play. 

Similarly, Nababan and Budianto (2022) study conversational implicature and show that 

implied meanings play an important role in the dialogues. Their findings suggest that 

readers need to understand the context to interpret the characters' real intentions.  

Jeffrey (2010) also discusses humour in conversation. The study explains that 

humour is created through irony, exaggeration, repetition, and unexpected responses. 

These techniques help speakers express emotions and make conversations more 

meaningful. Fineman (1980), however, takes a different approach. Instead of focusing on 

humour or pragmatics, the study examines language and identity. Fineman argues that 

Wilde uses language to show that identity is flexible and can change depending on the 

situation.  

Although these studies provide valuable insights into the play, they mainly 

examine humour, politeness, speech acts, or conversational implicature separately. Very 

few studies specifically explore how the flouting of Grice's conversational maxims creates 

conversational implicature and how these implied meanings contribute to humour, 

characterization, and social satire at the same time. Therefore, this study fills this gap by 

analyzing selected dialogues from The Importance of Being Earnest through Grice's 

(1975) Cooperative Principle.  

3. Research Methodology  

3.1. Introduction  

This chapter explains the research methodology used in this study. It describes the 

research design, source of data, sampling technique, data collection procedure, theoretical 
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framework, and data analysis procedure. It also explains how the data were collected and 

analyzed to answer the research questions. This study investigates conversational 

implicature in Oscar Wilde's The Importance of Being Earnest. It focuses on how the 

characters flout Grice's conversational maxims and how these floutings create implied 

meanings, humour, social satire, and characterization.  

3.2. Research Design  

This study uses a qualitative research design. According to Creswell (2014), 

qualitative research is suitable for understanding meanings, ideas, and interpretations 

instead of numerical data. The study does not use statistical analysis. Instead, it examines 

the dialogues in the play to identify conversational implicatures and explain how they are 

created through the flouting of Grice's conversational maxims. This research is both 

descriptive and analytical. It describes the selected dialogues and identifies the 

conversational maxims. It also analyzes the implied meanings and explains how they 

create humour, social satire, and characterization. Therefore, a qualitative descriptive and 

analytical approach is the most suitable method for this study.  

3.3. Source of Data  

The primary source of data is Oscar Wilde's The Importance of Being Earnest 

(1895). The selected dialogues are taken from the complete text of the play. The play is 

chosen because it contains many examples of indirect communication, irony, humour, 

witty dialogue, and conversational implicature. These features make it suitable for 

pragmatic analysis. The secondary sources include books, journal articles, and research 

papers related to pragmatics, conversational implicature, Grice's Cooperative Principle, 

humour, and literary discourse. These sources provide the theoretical background and 

support the analysis.  

3.4. Sampling Technique  

This study uses purposive sampling. According to Creswell (2014), purposive 

sampling means selecting data that are most relevant to the research objectives. Instead of 

analyzing all the dialogues in the play, this study focuses only on the dialogues that contain 

conversational implicature and the flouting of Grice's conversational maxims.  

After reading the play carefully, eight dialogues were selected because they 

provide clear examples of indirect communication, humour, social satire, and 

characterization. These dialogues are enough to answer the research questions and achieve 

the objectives of the study.  

3.5. Data Collection Procedure  

The data were collected through a simple and systematic process. First, the 

researcher read The Importance of Being Earnest several times to understand the story, 

characters, and dialogues. During the reading, dialogues containing indirect 

communication, humour, irony, and conversational implicature were highlighted. After 

that, eight dialogues were selected because they clearly show the flouting of one or more 
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conversational maxims. Finally, the dialogues were arranged according to the maxim 

being flouted to make the analysis clear and organized.  

3.6. Theoretical Framework  

This study is based on Grice's (1975) Cooperative Principle and the theory of 

Conversational Implicature.  

Grice (1975) explains that successful communication depends on cooperation 

between speakers and listeners. He introduced four conversational maxims to explain this 

idea.  

The Maxim of Quantity requires speakers to give enough information.  

The Maxim of Quality requires speakers to tell the truth.  

The Maxim of Relation requires speakers to stay relevant to the topic.  

The Maxim of Manner requires speakers to communicate clearly and avoid 

ambiguity.  

However, speakers do not always follow these maxims. Sometimes they 

intentionally flout them to express an implied meaning. This implied meaning is called 

conversational implicature (Grice, 1975). This framework is used to analyze how Wilde's 

characters create humour, social satire, characterization, and social criticism through 

maxim flouting.  

3.7. Data Analysis Procedure  

The selected dialogues are analyzed using Grice's (1975) Cooperative Principle 

and the theory of Conversational Implicature.  

Each dialogue is analyzed in the following steps:  

 The context of the dialogue is explained.  

 The flouted conversational maxim is identified.  

 The implied meaning (conversational implicature) is interpreted.  

 The contribution of the implicature to humour, social satire, characterization, and 

social criticism is discussed.  

The same procedure is followed for all eight dialogues to maintain consistency 

throughout the analysis.  

3.8. Analytical Framework  

To keep the analysis clear and organized, each dialogue is discussed using the same 

format:  

 Context of the dialogue  

 Dialogue with Act and page number  

 Flouted conversational maxim  

 Conversational implicature  

 Explanation of the implied meaning  

 Contribution to humour  

 Contribution to social satire  
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 Contribution to characterization  

 Contribution to social criticism  

3.9. Reliability and Trustworthiness  

The reliability of this study is based on Grice's (1975) Cooperative Principle, which 

is a well-known theory in pragmatics. The same method of analysis is used for every 

dialogue. Each interpretation is supported by the text and explained according to its 

context. Relevant books and previous studies are also used to support the findings, which 

increases the trustworthiness of the study.  

3.10. Ethical Considerations  

This study does not involve human participants, interviews, or surveys. The data 

are taken from Oscar Wilde's published play The Importance of Being Earnest. All sources 

used in this study are properly acknowledged and cited according to academic standards.  

3.11. Chapter Summary  

This chapter explains the research methodology used in this study. It discusses the 

research design, source of data, sampling technique, data collection procedure, theoretical 

framework, data analysis procedure, reliability, and ethical considerations. The study uses 

a qualitative approach with descriptive and analytical methods to examine eight selected 

dialogues from The Importance of Being Earnest. The analysis is based on Grice's (1975) 

Cooperative Principle and the theory of Conversational Implicature. The next chapter 

presents the analysis of the selected dialogues and discusses the findings in relation to the 

research questions and objectives.  

4. Data Analysis   

4.1. Introduction  

This chapter presents the analysis of eight selected dialogues from Oscar Wilde's 

The Importance of Being Earnest (1895). The analysis is based on Grice's (1975) 

Cooperative Principle and the theory of Conversational Implicature. It explains how the 

characters flout Grice's conversational maxims and how these floutings create implied 

meanings, humour, characterization, and social satire.  

Each dialogue is discussed in the same way. First, the context is explained. Then, 

the flouted maxim is identified, the conversational implicature is interpreted, and its role 

in creating humour, characterization, and social criticism is discussed.  

The following sections present the analysis of the selected dialogues.   

4.2. Dialogue No. 1  

Act I  

Algernon: "...your name isn't Jack at all; it is Ernest."  

Jack: "It isn't Ernest; it's Jack."  

(Wilde, 1895, Act I)  

4.2.1. Context of the Dialogue  
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This conversation takes place in Algernon's flat in London. Jack visits Algernon 

because he wants to propose to Gwendolen. During their conversation, Algernon finds 

Jack's cigarette case and notices that the name inside is different from the name Jack uses 

in London. Curious about this, Algernon asks Jack about his real identity. After some 

hesitation, Jack admits that his real name is Jack, but he uses the name Ernest in London. 

This introduces one of the main themes of the play, living a double life.  

4.2.2. Analysis  

This conversation shows a clear example of conversational implicature. Although 

Jack and Algernon are talking about Jack's name, the real issue is Jack's hidden identity. 

Jack does not tell the whole truth at first, so Algernon has to understand the real meaning 

from Jack's answers. The Maxim of Quantity is flouted because Jack gives only part of 

the information. Instead of explaining everything, he hides the truth about using two 

different names. His incomplete answers make Algernon ask more questions. The Maxim 

of Quality is also flouted because Jack pretends to be Ernest in London even though his 

real name is Jack. This creates a false impression and becomes the main problem in the 

play.  

The conversational implicature is that Jack lives two different lives. In the 

countryside, he is known as Jack, while in London he uses the name Ernest to escape his 

responsibilities. He does not say this directly, but the audience understands it from the 

conversation. The humour comes from Algernon slowly discovering Jack's secret. Instead 

of telling the truth immediately, Jack avoids giving a complete answer, making the 

conversation funny and interesting. Wilde also uses this conversation to criticize Victorian 

society. Jack feels that he needs another identity to enjoy personal freedom. This suggests 

that social rules are so strict that people sometimes hide their true selves. The conversation 

also reveals the personalities of the two characters. Jack appears responsible but dishonest 

because he hides the truth. Algernon is intelligent and curious because he carefully 

questions Jack until he discovers the truth.  

Overall, the flouting of the Maxims of Quantity and Quality creates conversational 

implicature. Wilde uses indirect communication to create humour, develop the characters, 

and criticize the values of Victorian society.  

4.3. Dialogue No. 2  

Act I  

Algernon: "Well, one must be serious about something, if one wants to have any 

amusement in life. I happen to be serious about Bunburying."  

Jack: "What on earth do you mean by Bunburying?"  

(Wilde, 1895, Act I)  

4.3.1. Context of the Dialogue  

This conversation takes place in Algernon's flat after Jack admits that he uses the 

name Ernest in 
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London. Algernon then tells Jack that he has invented an imaginary friend named 

Bunbury. Whenever he wants to avoid family duties or social events, he says that Bunbury 

is ill and needs his help. Jack is surprised because he has never heard the word 

"Bunburying" before, so he asks Algernon to explain it. This conversation introduces 

another example of living a false life in the play.  

4.3.2. Analysis  

This dialogue is a good example of conversational implicature. Algernon says that 

he is "serious about Bunburying," but he does not explain what Bunburying means. Since 

Jack does not know the meaning of the word, he asks Algernon to explain it. The audience 

also understands its meaning only after listening to the rest of the conversation. The 

dialogue mainly shows the flouting of the Maxim of Manner. According to Grice (1975), 

speakers should communicate clearly and avoid ambiguity. However, Algernon uses an 

unfamiliar word without explaining it. His unclear statement makes Jack ask for more 

information. The Maxim of Quantity is also flouted because Algernon does not give 

enough information at the beginning. Instead of explaining Bunburying immediately, he 

gives only a short statement. As the conversation continues, Jack and the audience 

understand that Bunburying means creating false excuses to escape responsibilities.  

The conversational implicature is that Algernon enjoys avoiding social duties. 

Although he never says directly that he likes deceiving people, his explanation of 

Bunburying shows that he prefers freedom over responsibility. This hidden meaning is 

understood through the context rather than the words alone. The dialogue creates humour 

because Algernon talks about lying as if it were something completely normal. His serious 

tone and confident attitude make the conversation funny. Wilde creates comedy by 

presenting deception as an ordinary part of life. The dialogue also contains social satire. 

Through Bunburying, Wilde criticizes the strict rules of Victorian society. He suggests 

that people often pretend to follow social expectations while secretly trying to escape them. 

Bunburying becomes a symbol of the difference between public appearance and private 

behaviour. This conversation also develops Algernon's character. He appears clever, witty, 

and imaginative. Unlike Jack, who lies to manage his responsibilities, Algernon creates 

false stories simply to avoid boredom and enjoy life.  

Overall, this dialogue shows how the flouting of the Maxims of Manner and 

Quantity creates conversational implicature. Wilde uses indirect communication to create 

humour, develop Algernon's character, and criticize the social values of Victorian society.  

4.4. Dialogue No. 3  

Act I  

Gwendolen: "My ideal has always been to love some one of the name of Ernest."  

Jack: "But you don't really mean to say that you couldn't love me if my name wasn't 

Ernest?"  

Gwendolen: "But your name is Ernest."  
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(Wilde, 1895, Act I)  

4.4.1. Context of the Dialogue  

This conversation takes place after Jack proposes to Gwendolen. While talking, 

Gwendolen says that she has always wanted to marry a man named Ernest. She believes 

that the name Ernest sounds honest and respectable. Jack becomes worried because his 

real name is Jack, but he does not tell Gwendolen the truth. Instead, he allows her to 

continue believing that his name is Ernest. This creates one of the funniest moments in the 

play.  

4.4.2. Analysis  

This dialogue is a clear example of conversational implicature. Although the 

conversation is about Jack's name, it also shows ideas about identity, honesty, and social 

values. Jack knows that Gwendolen is mistaken, but he does not correct her. Because of 

this, the audience understands more than what is directly said. The dialogue mainly shows 

the flouting of the Maxim of Quality. According to Grice (1975), speakers should tell the 

truth. Jack knows that his real name is not Ernest, but he allows Gwendolen to believe that 

it is. His silence becomes a form of indirect deception. The Maxim of Relation is also 

flouted. Instead of focusing on Jack's personality or his love for Gwendolen, the 

conversation centers on his name. Gwendolen believes that the name Ernest is more 

important than the person himself. This unusual idea makes the conversation both 

humorous and ironic.  

The conversational implicature is that Gwendolen judges people by appearance 

rather than by their true character. At the same time, Jack realizes that changing his name 

may be easier than telling the truth. These meanings are understood from the situation 

rather than from the words alone. The humour comes from Gwendolen's strange belief that 

a name is enough to decide whom she should marry. The audience already knows Jack's 

secret, so his silence makes the situation even funnier. The dialogue also contains social 

satire. Wilde criticizes Victorian society for giving too much importance to names, 

reputation, and appearance instead of honesty and personal character. The conversation 

also develops the two characters. Gwendolen appears confident and romantic, but she also 

seems superficial because she judges Jack by his name. Jack appears sincere in his love 

for Gwendolen, but he lacks the courage to tell her the truth.  

Overall, this dialogue shows how the flouting of the Maxims of Quality and 

Relation creates conversational implicature. Wilde uses indirect communication to create 

humour, develop the characters, and criticize the values of Victorian society.  

4.5. Dialogue No. 4  

Act I  

Lady Bracknell: "Do you smoke?"  

Jack: "Well, yes, I must admit I smoke."  
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Lady Bracknell: "I am glad to hear it. A man should always have an occupation of some 

kind." (Wilde, 1895, Act I)  

4.5.1. Context of the Dialogue  

This conversation takes place after Jack proposes to Gwendolen. Before approving 

the marriage, Lady Bracknell interviews Jack to decide if he is a suitable husband. Instead 

of asking about his personality or feelings for Gwendolen, she asks questions about his 

habits, family background, income, and social status. During the interview, she asks 

whether Jack smokes. When Jack says that he does, Lady Bracknell surprisingly calls 

smoking an "occupation." Her unusual comment creates humour and also criticizes the 

values of Victorian society.  

4.5.2. Analysis  

This dialogue is a clear example of conversational implicature. Although the 

conversation is about smoking, it also shows Lady Bracknell's views about social status 

and respectability. Her words have a deeper meaning than their literal meaning. The 

dialogue mainly shows the flouting of the Maxim of Quality. According to Grice (1975), 

speakers should say what is true. Lady Bracknell knows that smoking is not an occupation, 

but she describes it as one. This unusual statement makes the audience look for a deeper 

meaning. The Maxim of Relation is also flouted. Instead of asking questions that are 

important for marriage, Lady Bracknell focuses on Jack's personal habits. This shifts the 

conversation away from the real purpose of the interview and makes her questions seem 

unnecessary.  

The conversational implicature is that Lady Bracknell cares more about social 

status and appearance than about personal qualities. She judges Jack by his background 

and habits instead of his honesty, kindness, or love for Gwendolen. The humour comes 

from Lady Bracknell's strange idea that smoking is an occupation. Her unexpected 

comment surprises both Jack and the audience, making the conversation funny. The 

dialogue also contains social satire. Wilde criticizes the Victorian upper class by showing 

that people often valued wealth, family background, and social position more than love or 

good character. Through Lady Bracknell's questions, he points out how superficial these 

values can be. This conversation also develops Lady Bracknell's character. She appears 

confident, strict, and strongly concerned with social status. Jack, on the other hand, 

remains polite and answers her questions honestly, even though he realizes that her 

opinions are unreasonable.  

Overall, this dialogue shows how the flouting of the Maxims of Quality and 

Relation creates conversational implicature. Wilde uses indirect communication to create 

humour, develop Lady Bracknell's character, and criticize the social values of Victorian 

society.  

4.6. Dialogue No. 5  

Act I  
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Algernon: "The truth is rarely pure and never simple."  

Jack: "Modern life would be very tedious if it were either, and modern literature a 

complete impossibility!"  

(Wilde, 1895, Act I)  

4.6.1. Context of the Dialogue  

This conversation takes place after Jack admits that he has been living a double 

life. He tells Algernon that his real name is Jack, although he uses the name Ernest in 

London. Instead of criticizing Jack for lying, Algernon makes a witty comment about truth. 

Jack responds with another humorous remark. Rather than treating honesty as a serious 

issue, both characters joke about it. This conversation shows Wilde's humorous style and 

his criticism of Victorian society.  

4.6.2. Analysis  

This dialogue is a clear example of conversational implicature. Although the 

characters are talking about truth, they are also expressing ideas about human behaviour 

and society. Their statements have meanings beyond their literal words.   

The dialogue mainly shows the flouting of the Maxim of Quality. According to 

Grice (1975), speakers should say what they believe to be true. Algernon's statement, "The 

truth is rarely pure and never simple," is not a factual statement. It is an exaggerated 

opinion that encourages the audience to think about its deeper meaning. Jack's reply is also 

exaggerated because he claims that life and literature would be boring if truth were always 

simple.  

The conversational implicature is that life is complicated, and people do not always 

tell the complete truth. Wilde suggests that society is full of pretence and that people often 

hide their real identities to meet social expectations. The audience understands this hidden 

meaning from the context of the conversation. The humour comes from the way both 

characters treat a serious topic in a light and playful manner. Instead of discussing honesty 

seriously, they make clever and amusing comments. Their witty conversation makes the 

scene entertaining. The dialogue also contains social satire. Wilde criticizes Victorian 

society by suggesting that people often care more about appearance than truth. Through 

this conversation, he shows that many respectable people hide their real selves behind false 

identities and social expectations. This conversation also develops the characters. 

Algernon appears clever, witty, and playful. He enjoys making humorous observations 

instead of giving serious answers. Jack also shares this playful attitude, showing that he 

accepts Algernon's way of thinking.  

Overall, this dialogue shows how the flouting of the Maxim of Quality creates 

conversational implicature. Wilde uses indirect communication to create humour, develop 

the characters, and criticize the social values of Victorian society.  

4.7. Dialogue No. 6  

Act I  
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Lady Bracknell: "To lose one parent may be regarded as a misfortune; to lose both looks 

like carelessness."  

(Wilde, 1895, Act I)  

4.7.1. Context of the Dialogue  

This conversation takes place during Lady Bracknell's interview with Jack. She 

wants to decide whether Jack is a suitable husband for Gwendolen. Jack tells her that both 

of his parents are dead and that he was found as a baby in a handbag at Victoria Station. 

Instead of showing sympathy, Lady Bracknell makes a surprising and humorous comment. 

Her reaction shows that she is more concerned about Jack's family background than his 

feelings.  

4.7.2. Analysis  

This dialogue is a good example of conversational implicature. Lady Bracknell's 

words have a deeper meaning than their literal meaning. Instead of comforting Jack, she 

makes a sarcastic comment that surprises both Jack and the audience. The dialogue mainly 

shows the flouting of the Maxim of Quality. According to Grice (1975), speakers should 

say what they believe to be true. Lady Bracknell's statement is clearly exaggerated because 

no one can lose both parents through carelessness. She says this to express her opinion 

indirectly, not to state a fact. The Maxim of Relation is also partly flouted. Jack is talking 

about his parents, but Lady Bracknell does not respond with sympathy. Instead, she 

changes the conversation into a humorous and sarcastic remark.  

The conversational implicature is that Lady Bracknell cares more about family 

background and social status than about a person's character. Although she does not 

directly say that Jack is an unsuitable husband, her words suggest that his unknown family 

history is a serious problem. The humour comes from her unexpected response. The 

audience expects her to feel sorry for Jack, but instead she makes a witty joke. This contrast 

between expectation and reality makes the scene funny. The dialogue also contains social 

satire. Wilde criticizes Victorian society by showing that many upper-class people valued 

family name and social position more than kindness or personal qualities. Through Lady 

Bracknell, he makes fun of these social attitudes. This conversation also develops Lady 

Bracknell's character. She appears strict, proud, and strongly influenced by social class. 

She judges people by their background rather than by their personality. Jack, on the other 

hand, appears honest and calm as he answers her questions.  

Overall, this dialogue shows how the flouting of the Maxims of Quality and 

Relation creates conversational implicature. Wilde uses indirect communication to create 

humour, reveal the characters, and criticize the social values of Victorian society.  

4.8. Dialogue No. 7  

Act I  

Lady Bracknell: "A handbag?"  
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Jack: "Yes, Lady Bracknell. I was in a handbag, a somewhat large, black leather handbag 

with handles to it, an ordinary handbag in fact."  

(Wilde, 1895, Act I)  

4.8.1. Context of the Dialogue  

This conversation takes place during Lady Bracknell's interview with Jack. She 

asks about his family because she wants to know if he comes from a respectable 

background. Jack honestly tells her that he was found as a baby in a handbag at Victoria 

Station. Lady Bracknell is shocked and repeats the word "A handbag?" Instead of giving 

a short answer, Jack describes the handbag in detail. His unusual response creates humour 

and also shows how much importance Victorian society gave to family background.  

4.8.2. Analysis  

This dialogue is a clear example of conversational implicature. Although the 

conversation is about the handbag, the real issue is Jack's unknown family background. 

The audience understands this hidden meaning from the context. The dialogue mainly 

shows the flouting of the Maxim of Quantity. According to Grice (1975), speakers should 

give only the information that is needed. Instead of answering briefly, Jack gives many 

unnecessary details about the handbag, such as its size, colour, and handles. These details 

do not answer Lady Bracknell's real concern.  

The conversational implicature is that Jack feels uncomfortable talking about his 

family background. By describing the handbag instead of focusing on his parents, he shifts 

the conversation away from a difficult topic. The audience understands that the handbag 

itself is not important. What really matters is Jack's uncertain social identity. The humour 

comes from Jack's unexpected response. Lady Bracknell is asking about his background, 

but Jack carefully describes the handbag instead. This difference between what the 

audience expects and what actually happens makes the scene funny. The dialogue also 

contains social satire. Wilde criticizes Victorian society by showing that people judged 

others by their birth and family name rather than by their personality or character. Lady 

Bracknell is more interested in Jack's background than in the kind of person he is. This 

conversation also develops Jack's character. He appears honest because he tells the truth, 

but he also seems nervous and uncomfortable when talking about his past. His detailed 

description of the handbag shows that he would rather talk about the object than his 

unknown parents.  

Overall, this dialogue shows how the flouting of the Maxim of Quantity creates 

conversational implicature. Wilde uses indirect communication to create humour, reveal 

Jack's character, and criticize the social values of Victorian society.  

4.9. Dialogue No. 8  

Act III  

Gwendolen: "In matters of grave importance, style, not sincerity, is the vital thing."  

(Wilde, 1895, Act III)  
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4.9.1. Context of the Dialogue  

This conversation takes place near the end of the play. By this time, the truth about 

Jack and Algernon has been revealed, and many misunderstandings have been cleared up. 

Although the characters have been dishonest, Gwendolen says that style is more important 

than sincerity. Her surprising comment creates humour and shows the values of Victorian 

upper-class society.  

4.9.2. Analysis  

This dialogue is a clear example of conversational implicature. Gwendolen's 

statement has a deeper meaning than its literal words. She is not simply talking about style 

and sincerity. Through her words, Wilde comments on the values of society. The dialogue 

mainly shows the flouting of the Maxim of Quality. According to Grice (1975), speakers 

should say what they believe to be true. Gwendolen's statement is clearly exaggerated 

because sincerity is usually considered an important quality. By saying that style is more 

important, she encourages the audience to look for a hidden meaning.  

The conversational implicature is that people in Victorian society often cared more 

about appearance, manners, and reputation than honesty. Gwendolen's words suggest that 

social image was often valued more than true feelings or personal character. The humour 

comes from her unexpected opinion. Most people believe that honesty is more important 

than appearance, but Gwendolen confidently says the opposite. This surprising idea makes 

the conversation funny. The dialogue also contains social satire. Wilde criticizes a society 

where people judge others by their appearance and social behaviour instead of their 

honesty and character. Rather than criticizing these values directly, he uses irony and 

humour to make his point. This conversation also develops Gwendolen's character. She 

appears confident, intelligent, and highly concerned with good manners and social 

elegance. Her words reflect the beliefs of the upper-class society in which she lives.  

Overall, this dialogue shows how the flouting of the Maxim of Quality creates 

conversational implicature. Wilde uses indirect communication to create humour, develop 

Gwendolen's character, and criticize the social values of Victorian society.  

5. Findings  

The present study examined conversational implicature in The Importance of Being 

Earnest by Oscar Wilde using Grice's (1975) Cooperative Principle. Eight dialogues from 

the play were analyzed to identify conversational implicatures, examine the flouting of 

conversational maxims, and explore how implied meanings contribute to humour, 

characterization, and social criticism.  

The analysis showed that conversational implicature appears throughout the 

selected dialogues.  

In most conversations, the characters do not express their ideas directly. Instead, 

they communicate indirectly, allowing readers to understand the hidden meaning through 
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context. This confirms Grice's (1975) view that successful communication depends not 

only on literal meaning but also on inference and shared knowledge.  

The findings also revealed that all four conversational maxims are flouted in the 

play. However, the Maxim of Quality was the most frequently flouted. Wilde often uses 

irony, exaggeration, paradox, and witty remarks to communicate meanings indirectly. The 

Maxims of Quantity, Manner, and Relation are also flouted in different dialogues to create 

conversational implicatures.  

Another important finding is that conversational implicature plays a major role in 

creating humour. Instead of using direct jokes, Wilde creates comedy through indirect 

language, unexpected responses, and ironic statements. These implied meanings make the 

conversations more interesting and encourage readers to think beyond the literal meaning.  

The analysis further showed that conversational implicature contributes to 

characterization. Jack, Algernon, Lady Bracknell, and Gwendolen reveal their 

personalities through the way they speak rather than through direct descriptions. Their 

indirect language reflects their attitudes, beliefs, and social values.  

The study also found that conversational implicature is an effective tool for social 

criticism. Wilde uses indirect communication to criticize Victorian society, particularly its 

concern with class, marriage, family background, reputation, and appearance. Rather than 

criticizing these values directly, he presents them through witty conversations that expose 

their weaknesses.  

Overall, the findings suggest that conversational implicature is one of the most 

important linguistic features of The Importance of Being Earnest. Wilde deliberately flouts 

conversational maxims to create humour, develop characters, and criticize Victorian 

society. The study also confirms that Grice's (1975) Cooperative Principle is an effective 

framework for analyzing literary dialogue.  

6. Discussion  

The findings of the present study show that conversational implicature is widely 

used in The Importance of Being Earnest. The analysis revealed that Wilde frequently 

creates implied meanings through the flouting of Grice's conversational maxims, 

especially the Maxim of Quality. These findings support Grice's (1975) view that speakers 

often communicate meanings indirectly rather than through literal expressions.  

The findings are consistent with the study of Nababan and Budianto (2022), who 

found that conversational implicature plays an important role in constructing meaning in 

Wilde's dialogues. Similarly, Boubakri (n.d.) reported that the flouting of Grice's maxims 

contributes to humour and thematic development in the play. The present study also found 

that maxim flouting creates humour and helps readers understand implied meanings 

through context.  

The findings also agree with Elkhidr (2025), who argued that Wilde uses irony, 

wordplay, and wit to entertain readers while criticizing Victorian society. In the present 
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study, conversational implicature was found to be one of the main linguistic strategies 

through which Wilde creates humour and social satire.  

Likewise, the findings support Jambrešić (2023), who stated that humour in The 

Importance of Being Earnest depends on contextual interpretation and implied meaning. 

The present study also found that readers must infer meanings beyond the literal words to 

understand Wilde's humour.  

The findings further support Rodríguez Ravelo (n.d.), who explained that Wilde 

uses politeness and indirect language as stylistic devices. Although the present study 

focuses on conversational implicature rather than politeness, both studies show that 

indirect communication plays an important role in Wilde's writing.  

However, the present study differs from previous research in its main focus. Earlier 

studies mainly examined humour, politeness, or speech acts, whereas this research 

specifically investigates conversational implicature through Grice's Cooperative Principle. 

It also explains how maxim flouting contributes not only to humour but also to 

characterization and social criticism. Therefore, the present study extends previous 

research by providing a comprehensive pragmatic analysis of selected dialogues from the 

play.  

Overall, the discussion shows that the findings of the present study are consistent 

with earlier research while offering a more focused analysis of conversational implicature 

in The Importance of Being Earnest.  

7.  Conclusion  

The present study investigated conversational implicature in Oscar Wilde's The 

Importance of Being Earnest by applying Grice's (1975) Cooperative Principle. The 

purpose of the study was to examine how Wilde uses the flouting of conversational 

maxims to create implied meanings and how these meanings contribute to humour, 

characterization, and social criticism.  

The analysis showed that conversational implicature is used throughout the 

selected dialogues. Wilde's characters frequently communicate indirectly, requiring 

readers to understand meanings through context rather than literal language. This makes 

the dialogues more engaging and meaningful.  

The study found that the Maxim of Quality is flouted most frequently, followed by 

the Maxims of Quantity, Manner, and Relation. These maxim floutings help create irony, 

exaggeration, ambiguity, and witty dialogue, which are key features of Wilde's writing 

style.  

The findings also demonstrate that conversational implicature plays an important 

role in creating humour. Wilde entertains his audience through indirect communication 

while at the same time criticizing Victorian society. His dialogues expose the importance 

placed on social status, family background, marriage, and appearance, showing the gap 

between reality and social expectations.  
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In addition, conversational implicature helps develop the personalities of the main 

characters. Their thoughts, attitudes, and values become clear through the meanings 

implied in their conversations.  

Overall, the study achieved all of its research objectives and answered the research 

questions. It concludes that conversational implicature is not only a linguistic phenomenon 

but also an important literary device that allows Wilde to combine humour with social 

criticism. The study also shows that Grice's Cooperative Principle provides a useful 

framework for understanding implied meaning in literary texts.  

8. Recommendations  

Based on the findings of this study, the following recommendations are suggested:  

 Students should apply pragmatic theories while studying literary texts because they 

help explain meanings that are not directly stated.  

 Teachers should integrate concepts such as conversational implicature and Grice's 

Cooperative Principle into literature and linguistics courses to improve students' 

understanding of literary dialogue.  

 Researchers are encouraged to conduct similar studies on other plays, novels, or short 

stories to explore the role of conversational implicature in different literary works.  

 Future studies may combine Grice's theory with other pragmatic approaches, such as 

Speech Act Theory, Politeness Theory, or Relevance Theory, to provide a broader 

analysis.  

 Researchers may also examine conversational implicature in films, television dramas, 

political speeches, advertisements, and digital communication to understand how 

indirect language functions in different contexts.  

9. Suggestions for Future Research  

The present study focused only on conversational implicature in The Importance 

of Being Earnest using Grice's (1975) Cooperative Principle. Future researchers may 

extend this work in several ways.  

Future studies may analyze other works by Oscar Wilde, such as An Ideal Husband 

or Lady Windermere's Fan, to compare the use of conversational implicature. Researchers 

may also conduct comparative studies between Wilde's works and those of other writers 

from different periods or cultures.  

In addition, future researchers may apply other pragmatic theories, including 

Speech Act Theory, Politeness Theory, Relevance Theory, or Deixis, to examine different 

aspects of literary language.  

Researchers may also investigate conversational implicature in films, television 

dramas, social media, advertisements, and political speeches to explore how indirect 

communication functions in modern discourse.  

Finally, future studies may examine the relationship between conversational 

implicature and other literary elements, such as irony, symbolism, characterization, and 

https://www.ipjll.com/


INTERNATIONAL PREMIER JOURNAL OF LANGUAGES & LITERATURE 

(IPJLL)  

VOLUME 4, ISSUE 3, 2026                          p-ISSN: 3007-2336    e-ISSN: 3007-2344 

 

   

 

https://www.ipjll.com/         (Khanum et al., 2026) 1227 

reader interpretation. Such studies will further strengthen the connection between 

pragmatics and literary analysis.  
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